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ONE



DANE
“I THOUGHT you said this was a job for sexy people!”
“It is!” Jonah spreads his hands, which are covered in black gloves shaped like cloven hoofs. “We’re sexy cows.”
He tries to put his hands on his hips, but the inflatable cow costume he’s wearing doesn’t have a waist for him to rest them on, so he ends up patting the suit’s spherical sides instead. The battery-powered inflator fan inside the costume whines extra loud to compensate for repelling the pressure.
“You said this was going to be like promoting a club,” I argue.
“It is! It’s exactly like promoting a club.” He takes a few wobbling steps forward. “Except we’re on skates and dressed as cows, and instead of enticing people into a club, we’re trying to get them to buy milk products made in Quebec.”
I look down at my own inflatable suit and then back at Jonah, doing everything I can to convey how much I hate him right now in a single stare.
“Don’t look at me like that,” he says, waving off my disdain with his hoof. “A job is a job. This pays surprisingly well, and if we do good today, they’ll take us on tomorrow too.”
I sigh and shoot him another glare, but I join him in inching towards the door flaps of the tiny staff tent we’re standing in. A medic is sitting on one of the benches, engrossed by his phone. Other than that, it’s just me, Jonah, and the constant whir of our costumes’ fans as they surround us like bulbous, black and white balloons.
With udders.
We have udders.
“Here, take these.”
Jonah shoves a few pamphlets featuring a sheet of milk discount coupons into my hoofed hands. I clutch the glossy pages and stare at the rink through the gap in the tent’s entrance flaps.
I haven’t skated since last winter. I’ve only been standing on my skates for a couple minutes now, and my ankles are already starting to ache.
We have a four hour shift ahead of us.
“Don’t you think it’s kind of weird that a milk company is the main sponsor of an outdoor skating rink in downtown Montreal?”
Jonah shrugs, or at least I think he does. It’s hard to tell what’s happening under the costume.
“No weirder than any other sponsor.”
He goes to part the tent’s flaps, but I reach my pamphlets out to swat him before he can manage to expose us to the crowd out there laughing, shouting, and skating around.
“What?” he demands. He tries to glance over his shoulder, but the inflatable layer around his head and neck limits his range of motion too much. He shifts around to face me instead.
I bite back a laugh. If I weren’t wearing the same thing, I’d be killing myself laughing at the little horns and floppy ears adorning his head. The edge of the costume is cinched around his face like a hoodie with the drawstrings pulled way too tight, which keeps the air locked in.
Thankfully, they didn’t require us to put any cow face paint on.
“What is it?” he asks again.
“It’s just...” I look down past the sphere that is my torso to the bright pink udders below. “We’re seriously going out there like this? I look like I have four dicks.”
“Yeah, and I’m using these four dicks to pay for one dick,” he says with an emphatic crotch grab. “Come on. You know you need the money too.”
Jonah is saving up for bottom surgery, and I’m saving up to start my photography business once I move back to my hometown of Vancouver, but the sweet song of cash calls to us both. We’ve been partners in money making escapades since we got in a fight at a temporary catering gig three years ago. To this day, he still swears it was my fault we crashed into each other and destroyed two trays full of expensive glassware holding even more expensive champagne.
We bonded after our boss forced us to spend the rest of the evening on dishwashing duty, which we spent bitching about how much it was screwing us both over to miss out on tips. We’ve been hunting down money-making opportunities like this together ever since.
Not that we’ve ever done something quite like this before.
“There’s gonna be, like, girls out there,” I complain. “Hot girls, and I’m dressed like a literal cow. Why did you tell me they wanted attractive people for this? Was that just to get me to say yes?”
“They really did!” he protests. “I had to send in photos of both of us. I didn’t know about the cow thing until this morning.”
I squint. “You sent a photo of me to a random Craig’s List ad person?”
“Did I mention how well it pays? In cash?”
I stare for a moment longer and then give in and shake my head. Truth be told, this is far from the sketchiest thing we’ve done together.
Jonah turns back to the tent flaps and throws them open before I can come up with another excuse. The bright sunlight of the January afternoon leaves me blinded for a few seconds as I blink to make my eyes adjust. The rink materializes in front of me, the wide expanse of ice filled with families and couples in puffy winter clothing. Everyone moves in slow laps along the oval perimeter lined with boards advertising the milk company we’re here to promote.
“So we just skate up to them and give them these?” I ask, wincing when a few teenagers pass by and point shamelessly at our udders while making suggestive milking gestures.
“That’s the plan.”
Jonah digs the blades of his skates into the ice and pushes off, joining the tide of people that carries him away from me. I watch his horns as they bob along with the crowd before I take a deep breath.
Time to hustle.
I dig my skate blades into the ice and blink a few more times as I propel myself forward into the full glare of the sun. I’m so busy trying to remember how to brake on skates that I don’t notice the gorgeous blonde woman in a cream-coloured coat headed straight for me until it’s too late.
I swerve to avoid her, almost lose my balance, and fling my arms out to keep myself upright. My left hand collides with something spongy, the soft thump followed by a shriek.
“What the hell, cow? You just hit me in the tit!”
I drop my arms—as far as they can be dropped in the globular costume—and do an awkward little shuffle to face the blonde’s brunette friend, who it seems I have indeed just wacked in the tit with my hoof.
Both of them are glaring at me, rooted in place as the rest of the crowd surges around us.
“Well?” the blonde asks, raising an arched brow and tilting her head.
I clear my throat and thrust a pamphlet out toward her. “Got...milk?”
She scowls, and the brunette scoffs as she keeps rubbing her chest.
I clear my throat yet again, reaching deep inside myself to summon the part of me that’s good at customer service. After all the years of seasonal retail work, catering, promo gigs, and a brief stint in tour guiding, it’s become a necessary reflex.
“My apologies, ladies. I was blinded by the sun, and perhaps your radiant beauty. Please accept these coupons for some fine Quebec dairy as my condolences for the inconvenience.”
The blonde takes the pamphlet after a couple seconds of me wiggling the paper at her. She pinches the edge between her forefinger and thumb.
The brunette’s eyes narrow even as she tosses her hair over her shoulder. “Are you hitting on us?”
“Uh...” I reach to smooth my own hair out of my eyes, acting on habit, and then remember my spiky bangs and short layers are all smushed under the elasticized edge of my cow hood. “I mean normally when I hit on people, I don’t literally hit them, but this does have the makings of a really great meet-cute.”
They both gawk at me like I’ve started speaking another language. A thunk from further up the rink distracts me from whatever social disaster my reality has become. I glance over to see Jonah has collapsed against the boards lining the rink as he shakes with laughter while watching the scene unfold.
I fight the urge to give him the finger.
“Okay, well, we’re not into girls,” the blonde says before she leans in a little closer to squint at me. “You are a girl, right?”
Before I can stop it, a strangled chuckle bursts out of me.
‘Are you a girl?’ is a question I would literally pay a million dollars to have someone answer for me. All I know for sure about my gender is that it confuses the hell out of me. I started using they/them pronouns and going by the name Dane right after high school, when I realized my identity lies somewhere beyond the boundaries of just ‘girl.’ I also know I’m not a man, but everything else is still a mystery the Gender Gods have yet to reveal.
The women exchange a look, and I lift my hoof in a wave before they can give me an opportunity to provide Jonah with even more entertainment.
“Enjoy your coupons!” I say as I push off on my skates and start heading over to meet him.
My rudimentary skating skills are coming back to me now, and I manage to avoid any tit-whacking misdemeanours when I come to a stop beside him and prop my elbow on top of the boards.
“Having fun?” I ask with a glare.
He wipes actual tears out of his eyes and lets out a few final snorts. “Did you hit her in the boob?”
I roll my eyes. “She deserved it.”
“I’ve gotta say, watching you skate around in this costume is worth having to wear one myself.”
I tap my stack of pamphlets against the boards as he fights off another laugh attack. “How the hell do you even find these kinds of gigs?”
He shrugs, the costume bobbing a little to indicate his shoulders have moved. “The same way you do.”
“Yeah, but yours are always way weirder than mine.”
He scoffs. “And yours are always way sketchier than mine. You have to admit this one is very wholesome—literally. It’s a coupon for whole milk.”
He points at a perforated section of the pamphlets, and I groan while he laughs at his own joke.
“Come on,” he continues. “Admit this is a way better experience than that time you got us a weekend gig delivering ‘top secret props’ for the ‘film industry.’”
He mimes little quotation marks with his hooves, and I almost give in and laugh.
“You have no way to prove there weren’t Marvel props in those boxes,” I argue. “They had to be very secretive when they were filming here.”
“So they hired a couple twenty-one year-olds to drive their props across the city?”
“Jonah, Jonah, Jonah.” I shake my head. “We are just going to have to agree to disagree on this one.”
Truth be told, he’s right; that gig was sketchy as fuck. In the two years since, I’ve learned to be a bit more discerning in my hunt for quick cash.
“Just as long as you know I’m not delivering anything with you ever again,” he quips as he straightens up and pushes off the boards. “Come on. We have coupons to inflict on people.”
    
FOUR HOURS LATER, my ankles feel like limp noodles, the tip of my nose and all my fingers and toes are frozen, and my voice is getting hoarse from accosting so many skaters with my offerings of discounted milk.
After the fumble with the brunette and blonde duo, I got into my interpersonal groove and managed to elicit some laughs and thank-you’s during the rest of my pamphlet deliveries. The guy Jonah got the job from called us over to the edge of the rink half an hour ago and told us we could work again tomorrow, so despite the chill working its way into the marrow of my bones, I’m grinning when I meet Jonah at the edge of the rink, both our stacks of pamphlets gone.
“Success!” he crows. “Put it up, my bovine homie.”
We join our hooves in a high-five before I tug at the edge of the tight hood surrounding my face. “I cannot wait to get this fucking thing off.”
We’re about to head for the staff tent when the sound of someone calling my name makes me shuffle around to scan the rink.
“Dane!”
I hone in on the voice, and my eyes widen before quickly narrowing when I spot my roommate getting up from one of the benches arranged along the outside of the boards.
Jonah shuffles up beside me. “Is that Evangeline?”
I sigh. “The one and only.”
He elbows the side of my costume. “Can’t you just be nice? She’s really not that bad.”
I raise my eyebrows. “Jonah, she’s insufferable.”
We both watch as Evangeline trudges along the packed-down snow to get to us. Her ash blonde hair is tucked under a pink knitted hat with a pompom on top, and her scarf and gloves are a matching hue. Her oversized, thin-framed glasses glint in the sunlight, and when she gets close enough for us to carry a conversation, I see her pale cheeks and the bridge of her nose are stained pink from the cold too.
She’d be adorable if she weren’t such a tyrannical roommate. I have actual nightmares about all the ‘chore charts’ she has pinned to our kitchen walls. I’ve spent the two years we’ve been living together attempting to coexist in a state of mutual yet peaceful disdain, but I can barely go two days without her pounding on my door to tell me about whatever house rule I’ve apparently broken.
“Wow, Dane! It really is you. You’re...” Her gaze darts up and down the two of us. “A cow?”
I bob my head. “So it would appear.”
She looks at Jonah and lifts her hand in a wave. “Hey, Jonah.”
He waves back. “What’s up, Evangeline?”
She shrugs, her thin shoulders rising under her pale green coat. “The usual. I was studying at McGill all day, and then my friend Chloe convinced me to get some fresh air here and check out the rink before calling it a day. She just left.”
“Oh, so you’re heading home now? We should all go together.” Jonah slings an arm around my inflated shoulders and gives me a jostle that forces me to dig my skate blades in extra hard to keep from tipping over. “I’m coming over for dinner. We can all take the metro together.”
Evangeline’s blue-green eyes slide over to me as she purses her lips. “That’s fine. I don’t want to intrude. I’ll see you later.”
She adjusts her hat and the straps of her floral backpack before giving us a final nod and turning to head to the nearest sidewalk.
I stare after her, watching the final rosy red streak of fading sunlight slant between two mirrored skyscrapers just as her path brings her in perfect alignment with the beam. The snow under her feet glows like hot coals, her shadow stretching out in stark contrast.
My hands ache for my camera, and before I can stop myself, I pull off my hoof gloves and arrange my thumbs and forefingers in a photo-shaped rectangle in front of my face.
I squeeze one of my eyes shut and frame Evangeline with my fingers, freezing the moment in my mind with a satisfying click.
“And you say you don’t like her,” Jonah drawls.
His voice makes my jump, and I turn away to start leading us to the tent so I can hide the heat rising in my cheeks.
“It was just a good shot,” I say. “I do not like her, and she does not like me. You saw how sour-faced she got at the thought of riding the metro with me.”
“Okay, one: no one under the age of sixty uses the phrase ‘sour-faced.’ Two: I think if you just gave each other a chance, you could at least be friends. Why don’t you want to be friends with your roommate? It makes things a lot easier.”
We reach the tent, and I peel one of the flaps back to usher him inside. The medic is out supervising the mass exodus of skaters heading home for dinner, so we’ve got the small space to ourselves. We both reach for our costumes’ off switches and sigh in relief when the buzzing of the inflator fans goes silent.
“I think not being friends with my roommate is working out pretty great,” I answer as I peel the hood off my head, a whoosh of air escaping. I rub the line the elastic has indented into the skin of my forehead. “We keep to ourselves as much as we can, and it works—unless she’s on one of her chore rampages. Why would I want to risk waking the beast with an offer of friendship? You’re starting to sound like ma tante.”
“Hey, I take that as a compliment. Your aunt is one bad bitch.”
He’s peeled his own hood off now, and his light brown hair is plastered to his head in sweaty clumps. I’m sure mine doesn’t look any better.
“Tante Noelle is the coolest person ever,” I agree, “except for her weird and inexplicable obsession with setting me up with Evangeline.”
He sits down on one of the benches and tugs at the zipper running down the side of the costume. A gust of air bursts out before the black and white fabric sags against his clothes underneath. We both chuckle at the crumpled cow effect.
“Doesn’t your aunt have weird and inexplicable obsessions with setting everyone up?”
“Yeah, she believes it’s part of her soul’s destiny to be a matchmaker,” I answer, “which is usually fine and honestly surprisingly successful, except for this thing with me and Evangeline. I don’t know where she got the idea. Like, the two of us are literally complete opposites in every way except for our shared desire for cheap rent, and who doesn’t want cheap rent?”
Ma tante owns the walk-up in the Plateau that Evangeline and I have been renting for a ridiculously cheap price for the past two years. Since Tante Noelle spends most of the year off gallivanting in far-flung destinations and attending spiritual retreats, we’re somewhere between house sitters and tenants.
Jonah shakes his head. “Yeah, I still can’t believe she lets you two rent that whole house for next to nothing. If either of us swung that way, I’d say you should convince Noelle I’m your soul mate and let me move in too. Your boy could use some extra savings.”
I abandon my attempt to undo my skate laces and reach over to pat Jonah’s shoulder instead. “We’re gonna get you that surgery, man.”
He closes his hand over mine for a moment. “And we’re gonna get you back to Vancouver, even though you’re gonna break my fucking heart when you go.”
I chuckle. “Well, that’s still a ways off.”
I try not to wince as I think about just how far off it really is. Sometimes Vancouver feels as far away as the dim pinprick of a star in a far-off galaxy, a galaxy where my parents never uprooted all our lives to move across the country, a galaxy where everything went right instead of wrong.
The sound of the tent flap opening helps me brush off the thought. The guy who hired us walks in, two stacks of twenty-dollar bills clutched in his weathered hands.
One step closer to home.



TWO



EVANGELINE
I SET the final glass down on the drying rack and sling the damp tea towel in my hands over the rail on the oven door.
I just finished doing Dane’s dishes for the second time this week.
“Why doesn’t anyone appreciate my need for a clean kitchen?” I ask the empty room.
In answer, my cat jumps up on the counter and butts my arm with his head to beg for a scratch.
“You bad boy, Jelly Bean.” I scoop him up in my arms and give his head a nuzzle. “You’re not supposed to go on the counter.”
He stares up at me with his sky blue eyes, like he’s demanding to know how anyone could reprimand such a cute face.
“You are way too cute, Jelly Bean” I coo as I rock him in my arms.
I have no idea why my eight-year-old self decided to name him Jelly Bean. The name on his cage at the shelter was Reggie, which was a lot better suited to the cream-and-rust coloured fur of the red rag doll breed, but when my dad asked what I wanted on the adoption papers, I said ‘Jelly Bean’ with enough conviction to make the shelter staff lady burst out laughing.
No one was laughing when we brought Jelly Bean home and my mom freaked out about the unexpected new member of our family. My dad and I have always shared a love for pets of all kinds, but my mom is way more of an ‘animals belong outside’ kind of person.
It only occurred to me years later, but I’m pretty sure the real reason my dad let me get a cat was to mess with her.
“But that’s okay, Jelly Bean,” I murmur as he starts squirming around in my arms to indicate cuddle time is done, “because where would I be without you?”
He lands on the tiled kitchen floor and trots off to the living room, his fluffy tail waving. Once he’s gone, I realize I’ve missed the past two minutes of the audio book I have playing on my phone. I swipe at the screen to rewind it and then start pulling out some dishes of my own to make dinner now that I’ve finally got a tidy kitchen to work with.
“No one had ever looked at her with so much hunger before,” the narrator says, her rich and resonant voice filling the kitchen. “Prince Feynor stalked across the throne room like a lion seeking its prey, and when his hands curled around her wrists, she couldn’t help but shiver.”
“Oh now it’s getting good,” I mutter as I set a pot of water boiling on the stove.
I started reading the first book in the latest bestselling fantasy romance series in paperback, but I got bombarded with enough DMs after posting about it that I gave in and got the audio book, which everyone says is amazing. I wasn’t convinced, but this chapter is on its way to changing my mind.
I don’t have any sexual interest in men myself, but I still think it’s fun to read about women owning their fantasies, whatever those fantasies might be, and I like keeping up with what’s big in the book world, even if it’s a lot of straight couples. I usually end up pretending any men I read about are hot masc lesbians anyway.
“‘Tonight,’ he murmured, his breath hot against her neck, ‘I’m going to treat you like a princess, Dolly.’”
I snort as I pour some spaghetti noodles into the pot of water I’ve had boiling. “Okay, Feynor, that was a little much. Also, why is her name Dolly?”
The heroine is a human who gets abducted into the fey Court of the New Moon, and the fact that the author created an entire elaborate naming system for the fey but couldn’t manage to think of any human name except Dolly is definitely going to be addressed in my review.
I heat some sauce up in a pan while the spaghetti cooks, adding in a few extra spices to liven up the generic grocery store brand. It’s my third night of spaghetti this week, but that’s kind of how feeding yourself goes when you’re a pre-veterinary undergraduate student who has to work so many internship hours that a part-time job to afford food with flavor sounds like a distant dream.
Prince Feynor has started tugging Dolly’s nightgown down her shoulders by the time the sauce is bubbling. I grip my wooden spoon extra hard and listen to the narrator describe Dolly being sat down on the Moon Throne and told to spread her legs. I’m so caught up in the scene I don’t realize I’m not alone anymore until Dane and Jonah are already barrelling down the hall into the kitchen.
I lunge for my phone and jab at the pause button, but I’m not fast enough; when I look up at Dane, they’re watching me with a satisfied smirk.
“Oooh, Evangeline! Spaghetti and fairy porn sounds like a great Saturday night.”
I roll my eyes and do my best to glare at them even as I feel my cheeks and neck go red. “It’s not fairy porn. It’s a bestselling fey court romance.”
Dane holds up their hands. “My mistake, my mistake.”
They pull out one of the stools tucked under the edge of the tiny island and settle themself on it while Jonah grabs the other one. Both of them still have faint lines from their cow costumes pressed into their faces, and their hair is all messed up.
I was hoping spaghetti would be a quick enough meal to be tucked up in my room with some headphones on by the time they made it back here, but it seems I was too optimistic, so I take the opportunity to mention the dishes instead.
“Hey, Dane, you know how we talked about keeping the sink clear?”
They nod. “Yep.”
I fight to keep from rolling my eyes again. “Well, you haven’t really been doing that.”
They drum their fingers against the lacquered wood of the island. “I believe I have been. I thought our agreement was that I need to make sure the sink is clear before I go to bed every night.”
I turn around to flip the heat off the sauce and stir the noodles—and to roll my eyes in secret.
“No, we agreed on a maximum of two hours after each meal.”
“Did we agree on that?” Dane asks. “Or did you?”
I whirl around and point at the colour-coded schedule I pinned to the cork board hanging on the pantry door across the kitchen. “It’s on the chart. You signed it.”
Dane looks over their shoulder and smacks their lips as they scan the board. “Uh, which chart?”
To be fair to them, there are at least five charts all crammed onto the board, ranging from chores to optimal dish clearing timeframes to the city’s garbage and recycling schedule.
To be fair to me, this is all stuff Dane should know.
Jonah squints at the bulletin board. “Is that a schedule for lighting?”
“Yes, apparently I enjoy darkness too much, so we have to schedule when we will and won’t have certain light fixtures on in the house,” Dane answers, their voice dry.
Jonah is usually a neutral party in our housemate arguments, but I hear him stifle a laugh.
I give my pasta a few furious stirs. “You’re mocking me, but I don’t know how else you expect anything to get sorted out around here. We can’t all go through life running around in cow costumes to make a few bucks, never knowing where the rest of our rent is going to come from. Someone has to be organized.”
A moment of silence passes, and I freeze, afraid I’ve gone too far. I know money isn’t easy for any of us, and it’s not my place to be Dane’s accountant.
Dane sighs to break the silence. “Okay, but, Evangeline, you literally schedule your days down to your bathroom breaks. You can’t expect that level of commitment from me. I’m a free bird, unfettered by the bonds of our woefully homogenous society. Can we not seek a happy medium?”
I almost betray myself by laughing. Most days, it feels like Dane was placed on earth with the sole purpose of driving me crazy, but even I can admit they’re hilarious.
Charming, even—or at least, that’s what people tend to say about them.
I don’t know if I would go that far.
My glasses are starting to fog up from being hunched over the steaming pot. I scoop out a single noodle and pop it in my mouth to check the texture before pulling away to wipe my lenses with the edge of my shirt.
“The happy medium is you cleaning your dishes up yourself within two hours of using them like you signed an agreement to do after we talked about it months ago.”
I slide my glasses back on, and Dane’s face goes from blurry to smirking as they hold up three fingers. “Three hours.”
I shake my head.
They add a finger. “Four.”
“Dane!” I smack my hands down on the counter and narrowly miss sending the sauce spoon flying. “That is not how bargaining works.”
“So...three hours, then?”
I shake my head. “If I say yes, will you actually do it?”
They tap the centre of their forehead. “I’m installing the information right now.”
“Well, when you’re done installing,” I say as I grab the handles of my spaghetti pot and bring it over to the sink, “I’ll make an adjustment to the chart.”
Jonah starts chuckling as I work on draining the noodles. “You two should have a Netflix show. You are so fucking entertaining. It’s like watching an aged-down version of Grace and Frankie.”
“Grace would understand my struggles,” I mutter.
The two of them start swapping stories about their time on the ice today while I get the rest of my dinner assembled and clean up my cookware. I load my arms up with my bowl of noodles and a side plate holding a questionable slice of bakery bread that might be too stale to eat.
“Don’t forget your fairy porn!” Dane says as I head for the hall.
They hold my phone out, and when it becomes clear there’s no way for me to grab it without setting my dinner down, they push off their stool and come over to tuck the phone under my elbow.
Their fingers brush the side of my ribcage over the thin material of my t-shirt, and for a flash of a moment, my breath gets lodged in my throat. I glance at their face and find their brown eyes still downcast as they make sure the phone is secure before pulling their hand away. Their flattened hair has started to assume some of its usual tousled shape again, the wisps of their dark bangs falling into their eyes.
Their gaze meets mine as they reach up to brush the hairs away like I’ve seen them do a million times before. I whirl around before they can catch me staring and start marching down the hall, squeezing my elbow in to keep from dropping my phone.
I’m just all worked up about the audio book.
I would have reacted to anyone touching my side after listening to the way Dolly got stripped naked and pushed down onto the Moon Throne.
It’s not my fault Dane just happens to be good looking. It’s not my fault they have eyes as dark as the sky above the Court of the New Moon and the kind of swagger one would naturally associate with dashing royalty.
None of that makes them any better of a roommate.
Jelly Bean pads out of the living room when he hears me heading up the stairs, and I keep an eye on my feet to make sure he doesn’t tangle himself around them as we make our way up to the second floor.
The creaky old steps moan and groan beneath me. I pass by the display of photos in mismatched frames lining the stairway’s wall. I’m too busy trying not to send my spaghetti flying to pay attention to them, but after two years of living here, I already know the shots from Dane’s aunt’s travels around the world by heart.
Tante Noelle—as she insists I call her—bought the historic two-storey walk-up in Montreal’s Plateau Mont-Royal a year after she became a widow at thirty-four. She likes to say she allowed herself a year of Victorian-style mourning out in the suburbs before the true nature of her spirit awakened and the house called her to the city. She took all the money she inherited from Dane’s rich investor uncle, made some savvy investments of her own, and has been living life on the wild side ever since.
I’m pretty sure she’s in Tunisia at the moment, but it’s hard to keep track.
The house’s top floor is spacious enough for three bedrooms and a bathroom. I step along the antique carpet that spans the dark floorboards to the room at the very end of the hall. There’s a little stained glass panel above its door adorned with tiny green leaves and pink roses.
The whole house is filled with little quirks like that, from the chipped claw foot tub in the bathroom to the exposed pipes in my bedroom that give off the occasional ghostly rattle. Noelle technically still lives here, so the place has been made even quirkier by all her spiritual accoutrements and little knick knacks from far-flung corners of the world.
Living here feels like waking up in a Charles Dickens novel every day—or a steamy historical romance.
My actual life includes next to no steam, but the library I step into has enough steam on its shelves to satisfy a whole romance convention’s worth of readers.
The library used to be Tante Noelle’s bedroom, but she told me I could take it over for my books since she only comes home every couple months. She even moved her bed out for me, and my bookcases now fill every inch of wall space. Book spines in every hue of the rainbow fill the simple IKEA units, with merch from a few of my favourite series on proud display in front of them.
The edges of the bookcases are all outlined with miniature string lights. After I get my dishes set down on the ornate wooden side table next to my teal velvet reading chair, I work on getting the half dozen light sets plugged in. I could probably find a more efficient way to switch them on, but the Great Plugging In has become a reading time ritual. There are even a few sets of them sweeping in big arcs across the ceiling, interspersed with the artificial vines I have pinned up there in criss-crossing patterns.
After I’ve shoved the last plug into the socket, I straighten up from my crouch to admire the soft glow filling the room.
Whatever stress has gathered in my body from a day of endless studying—and an evening of Dane—melts away like the glow of the lights is a healing salve sinking into my skin. I can almost hear the whispers of the stories around me, the thousands of voices that have called me into their worlds and shown me something beautiful.
I haven’t drawn the curtains, and the twinkling lights reflect on the windowpanes to fill the cloudy city sky with impossible stars. I take a deep breath and let it out in a sigh as I head over to sink into the well-worn seat of my chair. Jelly Bean hops up onto the matching velvet footstool and curls himself into a ball. My heart hums right along with him as he starts to purr.
The offer of a library was what convinced me to move here in the first place—that, and the incredibly cheap rent Tante Noelle offered me. My mom works for the investment firm Noelle’s been a client of for decades. Noelle always made a point of asking about me when I was growing up, and when my parents’ divorce process was at its worst, sometimes it felt like the only time I saw my mom laughing was when she was sharing a story about ‘that wacky Noelle Bergeron’ dropping into the office.
When Noelle heard I was looking for an apartment after having a hellish time in the dorms during my first year of university, she swooped in with an invitation to rent a room in her house.
Her one condition was that I share the place with her brother’s kid, Dane.
It didn’t take long to figure out why Noelle got a little twinkle in her eye the first time she introduced me to Dane. I found out her spiritual calling to ‘roam the Earth’ also included a calling to ‘unite soul mates far and wide,’ and Dane and I apparently pinged on the radar of destiny.
Or something like that.
Honestly, I have a lot of admiration for Tante Noelle’s relationship with spirituality. The closest I ever get to spiritual is when I’m here in this library or handing a healed pet back to their owner at my veterinary internship. Sometimes I wish I could bring magic to every part of my life the way Noelle does.
I just don’t see how that magic is ever going to involve Dane—swoopy hair and dark, dangerous eyes or not.
I let out another sigh and reach for my spaghetti bowl, settling it in my lap before I grab a paperback off the side table. This one is a high fantasy adventure story about warrior nuns escaping their oppressive convent—because of course I’ve always got at least three books from three different genres on the go—and it only takes me a couple of paragraphs to leave reality behind and let myself slip away between the pages.
Between the covers of a book, I’m safe. Things make sense. The worlds I read about may be complicated and strange, but they follow their own rules. There’s almost always a happy ending, and when there’s not, I can just pick up another book and find one.
If you ask me, that’s what magic really is: a happy ending, and sometimes I wonder if there’s really anywhere else to find it than in words inked onto a page.



THREE



DANE
I ARRIVE HOME from my second day of skating around in an inflatable cow costume thoroughly in need of a hot chocolate—and perhaps something stronger. My toes have turned into icicles, and my fingers are useless, ghostly white sticks with barely enough blood circulating through them for me to get the front door open.
The wad of cash in my pocket was worth freezing for. Working jobs like this keeps my schedule free to set up practice shoots with models and devote as much time as I can to preparing myself for running my future photography business.
Plus, short-term employment keeps me from getting too tied down—or at least, that’s what I told myself when I started doing it four years ago thinking I’d be ready to move in just one.
I finally get my frozen fingers to grip hard enough to pull the door open. The old brass handle looks like something out of a movie about wizards or time travellers, and the sky blue door with an intricate arched frame just adds to the effect.
The black ironwork staircase leading up to the platform I’m standing on creaks a little in the frigid January wind billowing up the street lined with walk-ups as ornate and old-fashioned as ours. With its drooping blue gables and white-washed bricks that have a few patches of red showing through, Tante Noelle’s house isn’t exactly the flashiest place on the street, but I like to think it has the most character.
I stomp off the snow clinging to my boots once I’ve stepped onto the woven mat inside and sling my coat over the rack after pulling the door shut. A sharp hiss draws my attention, and I hiss right back when I look over and spot Jelly Bean glaring at me from his perch on the stairs.
“You started it,” I mutter when his tail starts to twitch.
I swear, if I didn’t shut my bedroom door at night, that cat would come murder me in my sleep.
After stuffing my hat, gloves, and scarf into the basket labelled with my name in the entryway closet—label courtesy of one Evangeline Hudson—I trudge up the stairs to seek some warmer socks, swerving around a still-hissing Jelly Bean on the way.
The library door is pulled shut, which means my roommate is not spending her Sunday on campus like she usually does, but her bedroom door is halfway open. I pause just outside the doorframe and poke my head inside to get a glimpse of Evangeline’s other pet.
Mimi is floating around in her tank like the goof she is, her wide mouth gaping and her little webbed feet floating at her sides.
I didn’t even know what an axolotl was until Evangeline turned up on moving day with a tank housing a bright pink, salamander-like creature that had a face straight out of a cartoon. It took me a full two days to actually believe Mimi was real and not some kind of Pokémon figurine.
Now I sneak into Evangeline’s room from time to time to take pictures of Mimi, which probably makes me a bad roommate, but I have never met a more photogenic amphibian in my life.
“Hey, you derp,” I whisper-yell across the room, even though I’m not entirely sure she has ears. “How are ya, pinky?”
Her beady black eyes continue to stare at nothing, her whole expression perfect fodder for a ‘no thoughts, head empty’ meme.
I glance back over my shoulder at the library door. I can hear the muted sounds of a woman’s voice, the noise a little tinny, like it’s coming from a speaker.
She’s probably listening to the fairy porn again, which might give me enough cover to get a few shots in. I pad over to my room, side-stepping the parts of the floorboards I know creak the loudest, and start hunting around for the right lens.
The rest of my room is messier than I’d like, but my camera gear is arranged in such immaculate order even Evangeline would be impressed. My black curtains are still drawn over the windows, muting the last of the evening light coming in off the street, but I could identify all my lenses even in complete darkness. I pull open one of the deep drawers in the battered dresser I scored off a street corner and close my hand around the macro lens I have in mind.
My camera body is in the top drawer, and I fish it out to click the lens into place after unscrewing the cap. The body has seen better days, but I want to save enough to get the very best when I buy a new model, so I’ve been making do. I sling the gel-padded strap over my neck after I’ve got everything set up and then creep back into the hall.
My room is right across from the library, and I pause to make sure there’s no sound of Evangeline moving around. I can still hear the narrator droning on, the sound too muffled for me to make any of the words out, but I do hear Evangeline when she says, “Damn, okay, Prince Feynor. Well-played, you bad boy.”
I have to stifle a laugh. She must really have no idea I’m home if she’s talking to herself. Sometimes she gets so caught up in a book it’s like she enters an alternate dimension and forgets all about the world. Once in a while, she’ll start whispering or even yelling at the characters when she’s curled up on the couch in the living room, and then she’ll get all embarrassed when I pop in from the kitchen to see what’s going on.
For a girl who seems to thrive on battering the people around her into her obsessively organized lifestyle, she can get surprisingly self-conscious sometimes, and it’s surprisingly cute when she does. She turns as pink as Mimi when she’s embarrassed, and it makes me want to photograph her just as bad.
I inch along the edge of the hallway, camera in hand, and then slip past her bedroom door. Mimi is still floating around like a blissed-out suburbanite on holiday in Mexico. I walk over to the tank set up across from Evangeline’s perfectly made bed, complete with about seventeen throw pillows and one of those pointless skinny throw blankets adorning the end.
“Greetings, fishy friend,” I murmur as I switch the camera on and adjust a few settings.
Sometimes I’ll catch myself thinking about shutter speeds and apertures when I don’t even have my camera with me. It’s like having a specialized micro chip in my brain; I see some nice lighting, and I know exactly what combination of numbers I need to create the perfect image.
The fluorescent tube behind Mimi’s tank does not provide optimal lighting vibes, and with night all but fallen outside the small window in Evangeline’s room, the shots probably won’t even be worth it, but I can’t resist that ridiculous axolotl face.
She might not be a human model, but any practice is good practice for my as-yet-non-existent photography business. I’ve worked with my fair share of humans too, mostly girls dreaming of starting modelling careers who need to fill their portfolios, which works out great since I need to fill mine too. I spend the hours I’m not out chasing down temporary money-making gigs with Jonah taking courses about running a small business and fine-tuning my craft with every resource I can afford.
When I move back to Vancouver, I’m going to be more than the broke deadbeat running around doing odd jobs to save up for a business no one actually believes I’ll start. I’m going to have the best gear and the best shots, and I’ll spend my days in a Pacific paradise where I don’t have to worry about fitting in because I’ll finally be home again.
The years after the move will get wiped away. All the bullying in high school, all the fights with my sister, all the times my parents told me I was on a sure-fire path to amounting to nothing—everything that made me stop trying and start melting into the background just to escape. It will all be a memory and nothing more, just a photo to fold up and forget.
Click.
The shutter snaps closed, but I don’t even bother looking at the preview that shows up on the camera’s screen. I already know it’s a blurry mess. I really need a tripod in this light, but I’m not about to risk another trip down the hall.
Click.
“Better,” I mutter as Mimi flicks her pink tail.
I get a couple more shots in before a rumbling growl makes me jump. I whip my head around in time to see Jelly Bean leap up onto the bed. He glares at me with his back arched.
“At least one of you likes me,” I say to Mimi.
I don’t know if she actually likes me or if she just lacks the ability for significant cognitive processing, but I choose to believe the former.
Jelly Bean’s growling gets even louder.
“Okay, okay.” A wave a hand at him as I lower my camera. “I’m going.”
I push myself to my feet from where I’ve been crouched in front of the tank. Jelly Bean interprets the movement as a threat and lets out a howl that fades into a hiss.
I give him a glare of my own and then freeze when I hear the library door creak open.
“Jelly Bean?” Evangeline calls. “You okay, boy?”
I consider crawling under the bed. Given the general mortification of spending four hours in a cow costume, I’m not exactly stoked to face an imminent shaming from Evangeline too, but knowing her, the underside of the bed is probably set up for maximum storage capacity.
I stand there with my limbs locked like a woodland animal trying to blend in with the trees as Evangeline’s footsteps sound their way down the hall.
She rounds the edge of the door and pushes it all the way open. She’s wearing grey sweatpants and an oversized purple sweater that droops down over one of her shoulders to reveal her smooth, pale skin. Most of her hair has escaped the messy bun she’s put it in, and her glasses are sitting just a touch too far down the bridge of her nose.
For a moment, my fingers twitch with the need to grab my camera and capture her just like this: soft. Simple.
Beautiful.
Then she spots me and screams.
I wince.
“Dane?” she shrieks. “What the hell are you doing in my room?”
“Uh...”
I stand there blinking for a moment, but she doesn’t wait for an answer. She marches over to stand behind me, grabs me by the shoulders, and starts shoving me out of the room.
“Were you bothering Jelly Bean?” she demands once I’m out in the dim hallway and she’s standing in the doorframe with her arms crossed over her chest.
I snort. “Trust me, I would not willingly go near that cat on my own. I keep telling you he wants me dead.”
“If you weren’t a trespasser, maybe he would like you more. Now tell me: what were you doing in my room?”
“Um...” I ball my hands into fists in the sleeves of my long-sleeved black shirt. “Well...”
The giant DSLR slung around my neck is kind of a dead giveaway, but she seems to be too angry to do anything except glare at my face.
Her eyes narrow as I continue to stumble over my words. “Were you stealing from me?”
I can’t stop myself from gasping as a white hot bolt of indignation zig-zags through my chest like a streak of lightning. “Excuse me?”
She doesn’t move, except to tap her foot against the hardwood in an impatient rhythm. “Were you?”
I can feel my cheeks getting hot. “God, Evangeline, seriously? I know you think I’m a deadbeat piece of total garbage who can’t hold a job, and maybe that’s true, but I’m not a fucking thief. I was...”
I drop my eyes to the floor as I trail off. I squeeze my fists extra tight for a moment and then uncurl them so I can grip the sides of my camera and hold it up to her.
“I was taking pictures, okay? Mimi is, uh, a great model, and she looked really cute, and I need all the practice I can get for when I start my business, and...and I’m sorry I went in your room. I should have asked. That was shitty of me, but I wouldn’t steal your stuff, okay?”
My chest is too tight, and my whole face feels like it’s on fire as I blurt way more than I meant to say. I let go of the camera quick enough that it thumps against my chest. My gaze drops back to the floor.
I don’t talk to many people about my photography. After hearing everyone in my family except ma tante shoot down my business idea again and again, I’ve learned to keep my dreams to myself.
I know Evangeline has heard ma tante asking how my business is coming along when she visits, and I’m sure Evangeline herself has seen me heading out of the house with a camera bag slung across my chest a million times. She’s been home when I’ve done model shoots in our tiny backyard. Hell, I’ve even got a photography-themed forearm tattoo spelling out my passion for everyone to see. The simple black line work shows two hands held up to make a rectangular finger frame, the same way I do when I’m caught without a camera and want to commit a moment to memory.
Still, I’ve never talked to Evangeline about what I do. Even after two years of living together, I can only think of a handful of times when we’ve actually talked instead of teasing or arguing.
I stand there burning a hole into the hall carpet with my eyes and realize Evangeline’s foot has stopped tapping.
“Dane.” Her voice comes out softer than I expected. “You think I think you’re a piece of garbage?”
Shock makes me lift my head again. Out of every sentence I just said, I didn’t think that would be the one she wanted clarification on.
“I mean...” I meet her blue-green eyes as they watch me from behind her glasses. “You’re not exactly fond of me.”
Her lip twitches. “And are you fond of me?”
I bite back all the sarcastic replies that spring to mind and press my lips together for a moment instead. “Well played.”
She shakes her head, her face straining as she holds back a laugh. “Just because we don’t like each other very much doesn’t mean I think you’re garbage. I mean, I did happen to notice it was your turn to take the trash out last night and you didn’t, but that doesn’t—”
Now it’s me shaking my head and fighting off exasperated laughter. “God, Evangeline. Way to ruin the moment.”
She snorts. “The moment. Okay. You don’t have to be a drama queen about it.”
I watch her freeze as soon as the words leave her mouth.
“Or king?” she adds after a second. “Or both? Neither? What would you prefer I call you when I’m denouncing your overdramatic behaviour?”
I really do laugh this time. “Did you just use the word denounce? Now who’s being dramatic?”
She rolls her eyes, and a second of silence passes. My voice is quieter when I speak again.
“But, uh, thanks for asking that.”
That’s all I really want when it comes to my gender: for people to care enough to ask questions and then make sure they listen to the answer. Sometimes I don’t even know the answers, but it still means a lot when people make enough space in their lives to ask.
We may live in a constant state of pissing each other off, but Evangeline has always been one of the people who asks.
“Either is fine,” I continue, “although...”
I trail off and try to tell myself I shouldn’t push it any farther. I seem to have miraculously gotten out of roommate jail. I should not use this moment to tease her, but the opportunity is just too perfect.
“Maybe...drama prince?” I say with a sly tone. “Drama Prince Feynor, if you want to get freaky with it. I hear he’s a real bad boy.”
I watch as Evangeline’s expression shifts from confused to mortified to pissed in a matter of seconds.
“Oh my god, Dane!” She uncrosses her arms and steps forward to shoo me farther down the hall like a pesky stray dog. “You are such an asshole!”
I walk backwards towards my room, grinning at her. “That’s prince asshole to you.”
“Oh, forgive me.” She makes a show out of slapping her palm to her chest. “Let me give you the royal treatment, my prince.”
Then she flips me the bird before slamming her door closed.
“Just another day in the life here at Casa Noelle,” I mutter when I get back to my bedroom.
I flip the switch for my floor lamp, casting the whole room in a moody glow that filters through the orange shade. I set my camera down on my desk and then flop onto my bed. The mattress is propped on top of some shipping pallets that shift around a little when I land.
I stretch out like I’m making a snow angel, digging my toes into the soft jersey fabric of my sheets as I try and fail to ignore the weird tingling low in my stomach when I think about Evangeline calling me her prince.
Maybe that’s just the effect of spending the whole afternoon being referred to as ‘that cow over there.’ Prince is a nice change, even coming from a furious Evangeline.
I roll over to search for my phone where I chucked it onto the blankets. I have a Snapchat from Jonah in which he complains about the elastic mark the cow costume left on his face, as well as a couple messages from Tante Noelle. I open up our conversation and discover she wants to video chat with me and Evangeline to go over some stuff about the house in a couple hours.
I groan and push myself up to a seat, bracing to head back down the hall and disturb she-who-does-not-want-to-be-disturbed.



FOUR



DANE
EVANGELINE and I are sitting at complete opposite ends of the tufted living room couch, my laptop resting on the glass coffee table in front of us. I feel my face lift in a huge, beaming smile as soon as Tante Noelle’s face pops up on the screen. She’s wearing one of her usual loose, linen hippie lady ensembles. Her tanned face is glowing and creased with well-used laugh lines.
“Ma tante!” I greet her pixilated features. “Comment ҫa va?”
She’s the only French Canadian in my family, and her accent crackles through the questionable quality of the call’s audio.
“Ҫa va très bien, merci! It is so good to see you—both of you!” She gestures between me and Evangeline. “Why are you sitting like that, mes amies? Not fighting again, are we?”
She doesn’t miss a beat, this woman. Evangeline and I glance at each other before turning back to the screen.
“We’re not fighting,” Evangeline answers, the words anything but convincing. “We just like...space. Space is healthy.”
Ma tante clucks her tongue. “Sometimes, yes, but sometimes you must let those emotions out. Let them be wild! Passion is healthy too, ma belle.” She lifts her hand to do a dramatic fist shake, and the bangles stacked on her wrist jingle.
“Ooookay, ma tante,” I say, before she can wind any farther down the path of just how passionate she thinks Evangeline and I should be together. “How’s Tunisia? You are still in Tunisia, right?”
“Tunisia? Oh, no no no.” She shakes her head. “I’m back in Egypt now, darling.”
I lean a little closer to the screen. “Back in Egypt? You were in Egypt before?”
She tips her head back and laughs, the sound rich and full. A chuckle makes its way out of me like an echo, even though I have no idea what we’re laughing at. Whoever started describing laughs as ‘infectious’ must have run into Noelle Bergeron at some point. I swear she could turn a funeral into a carnival with one well-timed giggle.
She’s kind of magic that way. The first time I got bullied for ‘looking like a boy’ at my new school—the heinous private school my parents sent me to after my dad’s first major promotion paid for our move and a whole new lifestyle—I called Tante Noelle from a pay phone. She picked me up in a taxi to take me out for lunch in downtown Montreal. After just half an hour of all her wildly exaggerated narrations about the city’s history, interspersed with that decadent laughter of hers, I couldn’t even remember what the assholes at school said.
“Oh keep up, darling.” Noelle waves her hand at me. “I was in Egypt before Morocco, which was before Tunisia. Now I am in Egypt again.”
“Right, right.” I shake my head and lay the sarcasm on thick. “How could I possibly mess that up?”
She chuckles, and Evangeline shifts closer to me so she’s more visible on the screen.
“You look good, Tante Noelle,” she says. “Seems like you’ve been getting lots of sun.”
“Ah yes, le soleil.” Even though she seems to be indoors, in a nondescript room with walls the colour of terra cotta, she tips her head back and closes her eyes like she’s soaking up some rays. “So wonderful for the Manipura chakra.”
I love my aunt, but if anyone lets her start talking about chakras, they’re in for a half hour lecture and possibly a guided meditation to finish things off.
“So, ma tante, you said you had news for us?” I ask.
“Ah, ben ouais.” Instead of clapping her hands together or smiling like I expect her to, the corners of her mouth turn down and her shoulders droop. “My darlings, I may need to make a difficult choice.”
“About...?” I prompt when she doesn’t go on.
She sighs again and then brings her hands into a prayer position in front of her chest before intoning, “Someone else may need what I can give.”
Evangeline clears her throat and shifts on the cushions. I don’t know whether I want to laugh or sigh. We may be in for a long night before we get any non-metaphysical answers out of her.
I try again. “And by that you mean...?”
“Even though it is hard for me to say this, I have to be honest, my loves.” She presses a kiss to her fingertips and then opens them out towards us. “I think your time at the house might be over.”
My body goes rigid, my spine snapping into a ramrod straight position as I squint at the screen. “Wh-what?”
“You’re not renewing our lease?” Evangeline’s voice is a full two octaves higher than usual. She shuffles even closer to me and hunches over her knees to look straight into the camera.
Noelle frowns, her eyes flicking between me and Evangeline as the lines in her forehead deepen. “I think your journey in the house might be over. Evangeline, ma chère, next year is your last year at McGill before you start a new adventure learning to be a veterinarian. Dane, you have been telling me how much your heart is calling you to Vancouver. I hoped while you two shared the house together, maybe you would...ben, but it seems it was not meant to be.”
Her accent makes her miss the ‘h’ in ‘hoped.’ Usually the inflection would be comforting to me, familiar and safe, but instead, the words play in my head on a sickening loop as I dig my fingers into the couch cushion.
I can’t move out. I’m not ready for Vancouver yet. I can’t go back until I’m totally certain I won’t fuck it up and prove everyone else in my life right—not to mention the money.
The expense of moving to Vancouver now would set me back months. I don’t even own any furniture besides the damn shipping pallets under my bed, and there’s no way I’ll find even a hovel in Montreal with a million sketchy roommates for the same price Tante Noelle gives me.
“Ma tante...” I stare at the digital version of her, my heart straining with the need to pull her through the screen and see her face to face.
She’s the only reason I didn’t end up on the streets after I marched out of the house at eighteen with exactly three hundred and six dollars in my bank account. That was the first day my parents called me a deadbeat to my face. I knew I had to get out, but I never would have been able to do it without Noelle.
Without this house.
I feel like someone has dug their way under the basement to crack the foundation in half. This house has been the only constant in my life since high school, maybe even the only reliable thing since we left Vancouver and everything went to shit.
“Are you trying to sell it?”
Evangeline’s voice calls me back to the present. I look over from where I’ve started staring blankly at a mosaic plate hung on the wall and see she’s still hunched forward, her glasses slipping down the bridge of her little button nose.
“Non, non, non.” Tante Noelle shakes her head and clucks in a way that’s meant to be comforting, but Evangeline’s tensed neck and shoulders show anything but comfort. “I’m going to die with the deed to that house, chérie, but I may have someone else who needs it for now.”
“So you’re kicking us out to move someone else in?” I blurt.
I’ve got only gotten short with ma tante a couple times in my life. She frowns at the edge in my voice.
“I am letting the universe unfold as it will,” she answers, placing her hands back into their prayer position. “You two are starting new adventures, and ton cousin Mark needs a bigger place to raise his new baby, so—”
“Mark?” I interrupt. “You’re giving the house to Mark?”
My cousin Mark’s name might as well be Chad; he’s that much of a bro—a real estate bro, specifically. The last I heard, he was working at some huge firm in downtown Montreal. His Instagram is a constant stream of overexposed clubbing photos featuring him and his suit buddies with their top buttons undone and their hair gelled back into immovable domes.
I’d call myself out for stereotyping, but he did abandon me at the mall to go illegally purchase vodka with his teenage friends every time he was supposed to babysit me after we moved here. He would pay for said vodka with the money my parents gave him to get us both lunch at the food court.
He does not appear to have emotionally or ethically matured much since, and he definitely doesn’t need my aunt’s deal on this house.
“And wait,” I add, “Mark is having a baby?”
Evangeline looks between me and the laptop like she’s hoping someone will tell her who the hell Mark is.
“Ouais, c’est vrai,” Noelle answers. “He sent me a lovely email about it. It’s a very romantic story. He was very in love with his last girlfriend, but the timing wasn’t right, and she left him back in October. He was heartbroken, le pauvre gars. Then a couple months ago, she told him she was pregnant. He thinks if he settles down and shows he’s ready to be a family man, she’ll give him another chance. He wants to move out of his condo and into something with room for a baby. That’s lovely, isn’t it?”
It’s bullshit is what it is. I’m pretty sure it was only a few weeks ago when I saw him posting about his plans to fly down to Cancun with some of ‘the boys’ in time for college spring break.
He is thirty.
“Ma tante...” I begin. “I know you’re not into social media, but I see Mark’s posts sometimes, and he’s...he’s just—”
She holds up a hand to stop me. “I know. He has had some...questionable years, but I think he might have turned a corner. This woman might be his soul mate.”
The hairs on the back of my neck rise. If this is another soul mate project of hers, our days in the house are numbered. Nothing gets between my aunt and her matchmaking.
Except for my complete lack of compatibility with Evangeline, apparently.
“Nothing is decided,” she continues. “I wanted to tell you now so you have lots of notice before the lease ends in June. I know you two have great things ahead of you. Maybe it would be good to meditate on this news and share what you discover with me later. I’ll say goodbye now and give you time to process.”
She mimes giving us each a kiss on the cheek, and the call window goes black before Evangeline or I can come up with a polite way to say ‘what the hell?’
A moment of silence passes. Neither of us moves a muscle. Something in the kitchen creaks, and a gust of wind rattles the living room window.
“So that’s it?” Evangeline asks after another moment. Her voice seems extra loud in contrast to the silence, her words landing like a death blow on us both. “She’s kicking us out?”
She slouches against the cushions, tipping her head all the way back to stare up at the ceiling.
I blow out a breath and do the same thing. We sit side by side, staring at the outdated swirl pattern of the plaster like the whole roof might open up and reveal Noelle astral-projecting herself into the sky to tell us we’ve just been punked.
“I can’t believe she’s giving the house to Mark,” I say with a groan.
“Who is Mark?”
“My cousin.” I bite the words out. “He’s...well, let me show you.”
I straighten up and reach for my laptop. I pull up a couple new tabs and click my way to Mark’s Facebook and Instagram profiles before depositing the computer on Evangeline’s lap. I watch her eyes get wide behind her glasses as she scrolls through his posts.
“Wow. Are you sure his name isn’t Chad?”
Despite the gravity of the moment, I snort. “That’s exactly what I’ve always thought.”
“And this guy wants to be a family man? Really? I mean, I’m not here to police other people’s lifestyles, but...this does not sound like the same guy who emailed your aunt.”
I nod. “Those are also my thoughts exactly.”
“Also why would he want this house? Again, I know I don’t even know the guy, but like...according to all appearances, he doesn’t exactly seem to need a good deal on rent.”
She clicks around on the laptop for a few seconds and then turns it to me. On the screen, I see a blog update on the website for Mark’s firm. In the header image, he’s shaking hands with some other guy in a suit where they stand on either side of a ‘sold’ sign staked into the yard of a giant suburban-style palace.
The article’s title is ‘Firm Favorite Mark Marner Closes First Deal Over Two Million in Under Thirty Days.’
“I mean, I don’t want to assume anything,” Evangeline continues. “He could be in crushing debt with a baby on the way, but, like...”
“Probably not,” I finish for her.
She props her elbows on her knees and leans forward to thread her fingers through her hair. When she pulls them away, her shoulder-length blonde layers stick out at a bunch of weird angles. She’s knocked her glasses slightly askew, and if her expression weren’t twisted with despair, I might just say she looks kind of adorable.
“I can’t believe I have to move,” she says, her voice hollow as she stares down at the floor. “I can’t move, not with vet school coming up. The only reason I can even get in all the internship hours I need to be eligible is by living here. I can’t add a part-time job into the mix.”
The pitter-patter of Jelly Bean’s paws makes us both turn to watch as he saunters in from the kitchen. I didn’t know cats could scowl before I met Jelly Bean, but that’s the only way to describe the sour look he throws my way before padding over and leaping onto Evangeline’s lap. He curls into a ball and drapes his red-tipped, cream-coloured tail over those steely blue eyes of his.
Evangeline starts patting him on instinct, like she hasn’t even really noticed he’s there as she keeps staring down at the floor. All of a sudden, her hand goes still and her head jerks up.
“Oh my god, what if I can’t find somewhere that will let me bring Jelly Bean? And Mimi? What if I don’t have room for her tank? And my books! Oh my god, my books, and the library...Oh my god, I can’t leave this place, Dane. I can’t.”
I don’t even feel the urge to make fun of her for freaking out about her books. As I watch the panic flit across her features, all I want to do is sling my arm around her shoulders and pull her close.
I want to comfort her. I want her to comfort me. However tumultuous our two years together have been, I know we’ve both found more in this house than just a cheap place to live. It might not be home to me like Vancouver is, but it’s come pretty damn close in the meantime.
I don’t think I’ll find that anywhere else in this city.
“I can’t either,” I say, crossing my arms over my stomach and hugging myself to keep from hugging her.
Times might be dire, but I’m not about to willingly put myself any closer to Jelly Bean just to hug Evangeline. I value my unscathed skin too much.
“What do we do?” she asks. “I know Tante Noelle said she hadn’t decided anything, but she seemed pretty sure already, and she’s not exactly easy to convince once she’s made up her mind.”
I glance back at the laptop screen, where Mark is still standing mid-handshake and grinning at the camera, the same way he’d grin at my parents while he told them how much he was looking forward to babysitting me.
Call it petty, but there is no way in hell I am letting him get this house.
“We need intel,” I say as I lunge for my phone where it’s resting on the coffee table.
Evangeline raises an eyebrow. “Did you seriously just say intel?”
“Now is not the time to mock me,” I answer with my eyes glued to the screen. I press the call button and pull up the keypad before reaching over to click through the real estate firm’s website and find some contact information for my cousin.
Evangeline catches on to what I’m doing and starts to protest. “Dane, it’s seven at night. On a Sunday. You think he’s going to answer his work phone?”
“He’s a real estate agent,” I say, moving the phone up to my ear once I’ve got the number punched in. “Aren’t they, like, always on call?”
The phone rings enough times that I think I’m going to prove myself wrong here, but just as I’m about to end the call, the line clicks.
“Mark Marner,” a man’s voice says. “How can I help you?”
I stifle my excited gasp and bob my head to answer Evangeline’s curious stare. Her eyes widen, and she jolts in her seat, making Jelly Bean meow in protest.
“Hey, Mark,” I say, fighting to keep my voice nonchalant. “It’s your cousin, Dane.”
“Uh...” He trails off into silence for a moment. “I don’t think I have a cousin Dane. Do you have the right number?”
I swallow down the lump that rises in my throat as my stomach starts twisting itself in knots. I’ve seen him at plenty of holidays since I started going by Dane, but he’s far from the first relative to forget about my new name.
“You used to take me to the mall on Sundays,” I prompt. “You know, Cheryl and Pete’s kid?”
“Ohhhh!” His exclamation of recognition comes bellowing through the phone. “Right. You’re Dane now.”
I clench my jaw. I have a complicated relationship with my birth name, evidenced by the fact that I prefer not to call it my dead name. Hearing it from someone or seeing it on a piece of paper can leave me feeling spaced out or even nauseous if it happens when I’m not expecting it, but that name still feels like part of my story in some ways, which adds yet another layer of conflict to my feelings because there’s this other part of me that says I can’t really be part of the trans community unless I want to legally change my name and get some kind of surgery or hormones or even just some new clothes that are even more androgynous than the ones I already own.
It’s like there’s some non-binary ideal I’m supposed to be living up to that would justify me asking everyone to call me ‘they.’
It’s not exactly a chill time in my brain when I think about it.
I pull my feet up underneath me, shifting into a cross-legged position on the couch. I can see Evangeline watching me out of the corner of her eye, but I don’t turn my head enough to read her expression.
“So, Mark,” I continue, summoning up the same customer service voice I used to hand out pamphlets in my cow costume all afternoon, “I hear congratulations are in order.”
“Oh, did you hear about my latest deal?” he asks, his voice brightening.
“I heard about your baby.”
“My what?”
Now I do look over at Evangeline. I point at the phone with my free hand and then wag it in a ‘gotchya’ gesture.
“There’s no baby?” Evangeline whispers, leaning in closer with her eyes wide, like she’s watching the most suspenseful film of the century play out. “What’s he saying?”
Mark has not said much of anything for the past couple seconds. I clear my throat and ask if he’s still there.
“I just got off a call with Tante Noelle,” I add. “She mentioned your ex-girlfriend is expecting?”
“My ex...oh.” I hear a whooshing sound and the rumble of wheels, like he’s just pushed himself away from a desk in an office chair. “Right. Yeah. The baby. The house. You live there now, don’t you? No hard feelings, right? The market value on that place is gonna get insanely high in the next few years if all the trends we’re seeing continue, and if I can get in there to renovate, then—”
“You want to rent it, right?” I cut in, since the way he’s talking doesn’t add up with what Noelle said. “Or is she straight up selling it to you?”
Her insistence that she’d ‘die with the deed to this house’ was pretty clear.
“Aw, you know ma tante,” Mark answers with what sounds like a well-practiced chuckle. “She’s not going to sell that place, but if I get in there and finance some sick renovations for her, I’ll totally move up in the will. Again, no hard feelings, right?”
I blink a few times, trying to process what I’m hearing. Evangeline has crept even closer along the cushions. If this conversation goes on any longer, she’s going to end up with her ear pressed to the other side of my phone.
“You’re moving in here to wait for her to die?” I demand, my charmed tone fading. “She thinks you’re moving to have a baby.”
“I am,” he says after a moment. “Totally. Totally having a baby. I can’t have a baby in a condo, right? Look, I know you’re only like, what, nineteen?”
“Twenty-two,” I grumble.
He lets out a low whistle. “Shit. You’re twenty-two already? Are you still doing all those weird jobs?”
I wince and feel heat start to flood my cheeks.
“I have...jobs,” I mumble.
“Okay, well, point being, I’m an actual adult with an actual career, and there’s stuff about owning property you wouldn’t understand. I’d be doing Noelle a favor by taking that place over, and her renting it to you dirt cheap just to let it sit there is...not doing her any favors. That’s how it is. No hard feelings, right, cuz?”
My throat has gone dry, and the room feels like it’s tilting again. I dig the nails of my free hand into the couch cushion as my stomach does a few sickening flips.
His words echo through my mind like I’m caught in a dark, damp tunnel.
You’re twenty-two already?
I’m an actual adult with an actual career.
My stomach twists again, and Mark’s voice sounds like it’s coming from down that same tunnel instead of from the cell phone pressed to my ear. Even my cousin I hardly ever speak to thinks I’m going to amount to nothing.
“I gotta go. Good luck with moving, all right?”
He hangs up without waiting for an answer, and I sit there still cradling my phone for a few moments before I lower it to rest both my hands in my lap. I stare down at my fingers, with their ragged cuticles I always tell myself I’m going to stop picking at but never do.
I hear Evangeline take a few breaths.
“So...” she says after the silence has stretched on a little too long.
“So there clearly isn’t actually a baby in the picture,” I tell her, my voice low and monotone.
“We could tell Tante Noelle that, right?”
I shake my head. “We could try, but he’s going to deny it. I caught him off guard tonight, but when he’s on his game, he’s a great liar.”
He never got in trouble for any of the babysitting escapades, and he did come up with the perfect scheme to appeal to Noelle’s matchmaker tendencies. He’s a bro, but he’s not a dumb bro.
“I don’t know what to do,” I admit before looking up at her again.
Her face is pinched with fear, two little creases forming over the thin metal bridge of her glasses. She’s chewing on her bottom lip, and her shoulders are still leaning in towards me even though I’m off the call.
That urge to throw my arms around her and let her do the same to me hits even stronger than before.
I want to hear someone tell me life is okay, that I’m not a complete fuck-up, that one day soon, I’ll make something of myself and surprise everyone who thinks of me as the person who ‘works all those weird jobs.’
There’s no one here to say that, though. Evangeline knows better than anyone how much ‘fuck-up’ is a perfect description for me. I eat peanut butter sandwiches for dinner at least three times a week. I don’t have a degree. I’ve never had a ‘real’ job, and no matter how hard I try, I can’t seem to get myself back to the only place in the world where I haven’t felt like a complete disappointment.
“Dane.”
The sound of my name pulls me out of the thought spiral I’ve gone down while staring into Evangeline’s ocean-coloured eyes. I shake my head a little to clear it.
“Sorry, I—”
The rest of my sentence gets lodged in my throat when Evangeline reaches a hand over to rest it on my knee. Her touch is cautious, just a faint brush of contact—kind of how I imagine I’d touch Jelly Bean if I ever dared to pet him. She pulls both her hands into her lap a second later and twines her fingers together.
“From what I heard, he sounded like a real dick, okay? Fuck him.”
My eyebrows jump up my forehead. “Did you just say fuck?”
A hint of a grin lifts the corners of her mouth. “I do swear, you know. Your cousin Mark sounds like a fucking asshole, and I don’t think he should get this house. I think we should get to stay.”
She unlaces her fingers to curl her hands into fists. I see her jaw set in a tight line, and her forehead looks creased with determination rather than panic now.
My hands twitch with the need to frame her in an imaginary photo. I’d take it in profile, with the soft glow from the floor lamp at the edge of the couch carving out the dips and curves of her features.
“I agree,” I tell her, “but you know what ma tante is like once she’s got an idea in her head.”
“Yeah.” She lifts her chin toward me. “But I also know what you’re like when you’ve got an idea in your head.”
I blink. “Huh?”
She rolls her eyes like I’m missing something obvious. “Come on, Dane. You’re the most...unorthodox problem solver I know. You can literally get people to pay you to do anything. It’s impressive. You’re an opportunist, and this is one hell of an opportunity.”
I blink a few more times, trying to figure out if I really did just hear Evangeline Hudson call me impressive.
“We need a scheme, Dane!” she urges. “We need a better scheme than your sleazy cousin. Are you telling me you can’t do better than that guy?”
Part of me wants to laugh at the way she’s shaking her fist like an impassioned football coach screaming a motivational speech, but the rest of me actually feels motivated.
She makes a fair point. I may not have a career to speak of, but I do know how to scheme.
“Okay, okay.” I jump off the couch and start pacing the living room, the floorboards groaning under my feet as I trod back and forth on the floral-patterned Turkish rug.
Evangeline lets out a whoop.
“Let’s think this through,” I say, rubbing my hands together and stuffing all my insecurities into a box where I can deal with them later. “We know that Noelle is never going to give up on an idea when she thinks soul mates are involved, and we also know we can’t actually prove Mark is lying, at least not until nine months go by and no baby shows up, so some kind of ‘expose Mark plan’ probably isn’t the way to go. Hmm...Okay, so she thinks they’re soul mates...soul mates...soul mates.”
I stop in the middle of the room, right across from where Evangeline is perched on the edge of the couch, her eyes tracking my every move.
“What?” she shrieks when I don’t go on. “What is it?”
It’s simple.
Maybe too simple, but it just might work.
“I have an idea,” I announce, locking my gaze with hers, “but I don’t think you’re going to like it.”
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EVANGELINE
“YOU WANT us to pretend we’re dating?”
Dane drops back onto the couch beside me after they’ve finished explaining the basis of their plan.
“Not dating,” they answer. “Not yet. We need to give her a reason to keep us here—the thrill of the chase, if you will. She has to give us a notice of non-renewal at least three months before the lease ends, so we have to keep her interested until March. We’ve got to give her just enough to rekindle her interest in getting us together instead of Mark and his may-or-may-not-exist ex-girlfriend.”
“So basically you want us to lie to her,” I say, “just like Mark did.”
I don’t know what kind of plan I expected Dane to come up with. I may have been thinking along the lines of secret missions, tapped telephone lines, and epic chase scenes through the streets of Montreal that would all conclude in us proving Mark’s sinister intentions.
I also may have been on a mystery novel kick when it came to my reading choices last month.
“Not just like Mark did,” Dane argues, even though there’s a note of guilt in their voice. “Mark is in all likelihood fabricating the existence of a human child, or at worst, using some poor woman who had the misfortune of sleeping with him for his own mercenary gains. He’s banking on Tante Noelle dying. You and I just want a good deal on rent.”
My lips twitch at the phrase ‘mercenary gains.’ I’d never admit it, but when they get all excited like this, I could be wholly entertained just listening to Dane talk for hours on end.
“I still don’t like the thought of lying to her,” I say. “I know we’re not trying to hurt her, but it feels wrong.”
Dane sinks a little further back on the cushions and lets out a long breath.
“I know,” they say after a moment. “I feel that way too, but you know what she’s like. You saw the way her eyes lit up when she talked about that email Mark sent. The only thing more powerful than Tante Noelle’s desire to get some new soul mates together would be her desire to see the one couple she’s never been able to make happen finally work out.”
I tilt my head and squint at them. “Are we really the only people she’s never been able to get together?”
Dane nods. “Yes. I’ve seen her make some freaky shit happen. She got my eternally single great uncle married at age seventy-five. His wife is an Australian woman Noelle met on an orangutan watching expedition in Borneo.”
I chuckle. “You know, I actually don’t find that hard to believe.”
“Right? So if she can do that, imagine how crazy it’s driving her to have to give up on us and let Mark move in. In a way, we’d be helping her feel better.”
I narrow my eyes, and Dane sighs as their shoulders slump.
“Okay, I admit that’s a stretch,” they add. “Lying to her is shitty. There’s really no way to get around that, but it wouldn’t be forever. You just need to get settled at vet school next year, and I just need...well, whatever I need, it shouldn’t take me forever. We can fake a cordial breakup after the lease gets extended. We’re just buying ourselves a bit of time and maybe saving her from Mark swooping in to try to weasel this place away from her. He wants to renovate. Can you imagine what someone like Mark would do to this beautiful house?”
I glance at the cozy rugs and candle holders strewn around the room, the overstuffed paisley window seat built into the little alcove under the street-facing windows, and the old-fashioned wood trim lining the walls and doorways to give the whole space a warm, cottagey feel.
I can’t imagine Mark keeping any of those things around. I shudder.
“That’s a good point,” I say. “I don’t like thinking about him bullying Noelle into changing everything she loves about this place. I know she doesn’t live here much, but it’s still her home.”
“Exactly.” Dane nods.
“But,” I add, “I think we should still try to convince her Mark is a bad guy first. I want to make sure we’ve tried every other option before we resort to lying to her.”
“For sure. We can try that. I highly doubt we’ll get her convinced, but it will be good to say we tried. I’m...I’m glad you care about her that much. She means a lot to me.”
They tap their fingers against the tufted couch cushion, and for a moment, I become hyperaware of the few inches of forest green fabric marking the distance between me and them.
For the first time in my life, I wonder what it would feel like to hold their hand.
“So,” I blurt, “if we end up doing this, how exactly would it work?”
Their mouth quirks up into a crooked smile straight out of the fey court, and I swear their eyes get a shade darker. My heart speeds up for a few beats.
They lean a little closer. “Glad you asked.”
    
BY THE TIME I show up for my late night shift at La Clinique Vétérinaire de Rosemont, my head has almost stopped spinning from the information overload this day has become.
Almost.
Possibly losing your home and then possibly being able to save it by possibly faking a romantic relationship with the roommate you can’t stand is a lot to process in a handful of hours. Dane and I left off after agreeing to work out the finer details of our scheme once they make a final attempt to get Noelle to see the light about Mark. Part of me still can’t believe we’re actually considering doing this.
The bite of the cold night air brings some clarity to my thoughts when I step off the nearly empty city bus and sidestep a pile of snow to get to the sidewalk. A few flakes are drifting through the air, and the fine dusting of powder on the street crunches under my boots as I trudge up the next block to the clinic.
This street is a mix of small businesses and long rows of walk-up apartments. They’re less ornate than the ones in our neighbourhood, but the twisty iron staircases are still a staple of Montreal. I grew up in a new development out in Dorval, and I remember coming into the city as a kid and being amazed by all the rickety stairs leading up to endless doorways painted in every colour imaginable. I always thought the walk-ups looked like something out of a fairytale—not as fantastical as a palace or a cottage in the woods, but just magic enough to be special.
I’d watch people walking up and down the stairs, sometimes with their little kids stumbling along behind them, and I’d tell myself nothing bad could happen behind those rainbow-coloured doors. Nobody fought. Nobody yelled.
Nobody got divorced.
The first time I ever saw Tante Noelle’s house, I stood at the bottom of the black, wrought-iron staircase flanked by huge white peony bushes and stared up at the powder blue door. For a moment—just a brief moment before I told myself not to be stupid—I let myself believe I’d finally found my own fairytale.
As I continue up the cold street, I can almost smell the peonies that bloom outside the house every spring. I take a deep breath in, and the sting of freezing air in my nose reminds me we’re at least three months away from any flowers.
I want to see those peonies again.
The thought surfaces loud and clear when I reach the frosted glass doors of the clinic and fish my key fob out of my pocket. My chest contracts, an ache building deep in my rib cage as I imagine the possibility of not getting to experience another spring in the house.
I still feel a little sick to my stomach when I think about leading Noelle on, but I feel even worse when I think about her returning from some far-flung country to find Dane’s cousin has ripped up all the flowers and replaced her quirky terrace ornaments with spikes to keep the birds away.
I know my mental images are probably way too dramatic and far outside the bounds of what his lease would allow, but the way he spoke to Dane made my skin crawl.
I don’t want someone like that in the house, and I don’t think Noelle would either.
“Bonsoir, Evangeline!”
My name echoes out from somewhere deep in the clinic as soon as I step inside. I recognize Madeleine’s sing-song tone and find myself grinning in spite of my dark train of thought.
The lights in the reception area have been dimmed, and the floor is gleaming like it’s just been mopped. I catch a trace of pine-scented cleaning products in the air, hanging over the usual sharp tinge of antiseptic.
The computer monitors on the long front desk cast a blue glow on the wall behind them, and the dark wood chairs in the waiting room are arranged in neat intervals along the walls. A stack of magazines is fanned out on the plain IKEA coffee table in the middle of the room. Black and white photos of some of our ‘star patients,’ as we like to call the pets who’ve overcome an inspiring amount of illness or injuries, are hung on the walls above little handwritten cards explaining their stories.
Some of the stress of the day rolls off me as I pull my thick winter boots off and set them down on a salt-crusted tray by the door.
“Bonsoir, Madeleine!” I call as I fish my sneakers out of my shoulder bag and slip them on.
She appears at the end of the hall leading to the examination rooms a few moments later, decked out in royal blue scrubs. Her short, silver hair is adorned with a single black barrette, and her lined face crinkles into a smile when she sees me.
“Comment ҫa va, ma belle?”
“Oh, you know, can’t complain,” I answer in French. I step over to hang my coat and bag up on the metal rail screwed into the wall. Normally I’d bring my stuff to the staff room, but since we’re already closed for the night and I only have a two hour shift, I don’t bother.
Madeleine tuts. “You seem stressed. Is it school? I think they work you pre-vet kids a little too hard these days.”
I chuckle as I adjust my purple scrub top. “You might be right. I’m not even in veterinary college yet, and I’m already working pretty hard.”
“You can say that again.” She claps me on the shoulder when I come to join her. “We’ve never had an intern like you, Evangeline. I don’t know what we’ll do when you leave us next semester.”
“Hire me back in a few years when I’m certified?” I joke.
She laughs as she leads the way down the hall. “You’ve got it, ma belle. I’ve told my son he doesn’t have a choice.”
Madeleine’s late husband founded the clinic over forty years ago, and they met when he hired her as a veterinary assistant. She still lives in the unit upstairs, and despite technically being retired, her son—now the clinic’s head vet—can’t convince her to stop working the night shift.
“Since you’ve only got two hours tonight, you can take it easy with some kennel cleaning. We have a few new empty ones I haven’t gotten around to dealing with yet,” Madeleine tells me as we head to the back room where the overnight patients are kept. “If you finish quick, you can spend the rest of the shift puppy cuddling. I won’t tell. We’ve got a real cutie in recovering from surgery tonight, and I just can’t resist him.”
I always correct people when they assume my work at the clinic involves hours and hours spent cuddling cute animals, but once in a while, that’s actually true, especially during my Sunday night shifts with Madeleine. Fitting my internship in around school means I work some pretty weird time slots. Regular business hours give me valuable experience with the bustle and intensity of a fully functioning clinic, but evening shifts do have their perks.
“Awww, is this him?” I ask when the tiniest woof I’ve ever heard draws me straight over to one of the stacked kennel units built into the wall.
“That’s our little baby,” Madeleine confirms. “Such a sweet boy.”
The blue-eyed husky puppy looks to be about three or four months old, and the whining sounds he makes as Madeleine and I look in on him echo inside the plastic cone around his neck.
“What’s he in for?” I ask.
“Emergency surgery. Le petit garҫon ate some Lego.”
I tut and shake my head as I coo, “Silly boy.”
“He needs to stay in the kennel, but I’m sure he’d like some pets later. Are you all good to start the cleaning?”
I nod. I’ve spent many a night on kennel cleaning duty before, and I grab all the necessary products and supplies out of one of the storage cupboards down the hall after Madeleine has headed off to check some things on the computer.
Before I start cleaning, I pull my headphones out of the pocket on the side of my scrub pants. I consider putting a school lecture on to double-up on productivity, but after all the emotional ups and downs of the evening, my fingers betray me and swipe over to my audio book streaming app.
Prince Feynor was in the middle of a huge battle back when Dane interrupted my listening session this afternoon, which means a fired up, post-battle sex scene is all but guaranteed to occur in the next chapter.
That, or he’ll get critically wounded and end up making a hazy declaration of love to Dolly while she holds him on the blood-soaked ground and begs him to live.
I press play and then tuck my phone back into the pocket on the side of my pants, smoothing the Velcro flap shut before reaching for the garbage bag I grabbed from the closet. I shake it out to unfold it as the narrator’s voice fills my ears.
The foggy battleground rises in my imagination, the shouts and screams of hundreds of warriors piercing the damp air of the desolate moor. The narrator describes the thump of Feynor’s heart, the surge of adrenaline in his chest, the tightening of his grip around the cold pommel of his sword, and I feel every sensation like they’re my own.
That’s the thing about books: I’ve read so many I’m hardly ever surprised by a plot point, but I don’t think surprise is anywhere near the greatest gift a book can give.
I can stand on the battlefield with Feynor. I can smell death itself in the air, but I know no matter how bleak the story gets, morning always arrives. A corner is always turned, and even if love has been bent and broken and bruised along the way, it floods the sky like the brightest sunrise and heals everything in the end.
You can trust the love you find in books. You can count on it, the same way you can count on your cat to jump in your lap and purr the afternoon away whenever you sit down to read.
“Right, little guy?” I ask the husky, rising up enough to peer at him from where I’m kneeling down in front of the empty kennel below him. “I can trust you, right?”
He lets out a keening whine and then presses his nose to the finger I slip between two of the kennel’s bars. After a couple sniffs, he darts his tongue out to lick me.
I laugh at the tickle on my skin.
“I probably can’t trust you with Lego,” I admit, “but I know you’re a good little guy.”
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DANE
“HEY, LOSER!”
My older sister’s voice blares through my phone, and I pull it away from my ear where I’m sitting at the small round table tucked into a corner of the kitchen.
Between this table and the island, we hardly ever use the formal dining room set up across from the living room. Tante Noelle keeps saying she’s going to turn it into a dance studio the next time she’s home so she can finally make use of her salsa teacher certification and run lessons for all her friends.
She is a woman of many talents.
“Hello to you too, sister,” I say once it’s safe to bring the phone back to my ear. “Why are you calling me?”
She scoffs. “Is that really what I get for phoning my sibling? No ‘Oh hi, Ellen. So nice to hear from you’?”
I scoff right back. “You just greeted me by saying ‘hi, loser,’ and you’re telling me I need to be more polite?”
She lets out a sigh, and I can imagine her holding her hand up to inspect her nails like she always seems to do about five seconds after I start talking.
“Okay, fair point. Anywaysssss,” she sings out loud enough that I have to peel the phone away from my ear again. “Mom asked me to call you, so I’m calling you.”
That makes much more sense than a spontaneous phone call. I shift my wooden chair back a few inches and close my laptop with the Craig’s List short term employment section still up on the screen. I was killing time looking for gigs while I wait for Evangeline to show up for our first scheming session, but it looks like Ellen is going to kill my time for me.
“Flattering,” I deadpan. “Well, you’ve done it. You can go cross that off your list.”
Ellen could give Evangeline and her chore lists a run for their money. She was always pretty nerdy, and even though she’s three years older than me, we were super close when we were kids in Vancouver. After we moved to Montreal, she was swept up into a clique of popular girls who wanted to adopt the new kid. Her nerdiness got confined to her ornate personal planners and homework schedules. In the hallways, she was an Ugg-wearing It Girl, which meant she wasn’t seen with me.
She somehow got it all: grades high enough to keep her teachers and our parents enthralled with her, a face pretty enough to keep everyone else at school enthralled with her too, and now a high-paying job at a pharmaceutical company that flies her around the continent all the time.
“Ha ha, very funny,” she drawls. “I’m supposed to ask you where you’re working now.”
I rub my temple with my free hand. I can practically feel the mom-induced headache coming on already, and I’m not even actually talking to my mom.
“What are you? Her human mouthpiece? Why didn’t she just call?”
“Take a guess, Dane.”
I don’t need to; we both know I know the answer.
Calls between me and my mom do not exactly go well.
I start rubbing even bigger circles into the side of my face as Ellen continues.
“She just wants to make sure you’re all right and see if you have any...goals yet. We never know what to say when people ask us what you’re up to.”
“You know what I’m up to,” I answer, a little bite creeping into my tone. “I’m saving up to move back to Vancouver.”
“Dane, you’ve been saving to move to Vancouver for four years.”
I drop my hand from my face and slap my palm down on the table top. “Well Vancouver is expensive as fuck, Ellen, and unlike you, our parents are not financing the first whole four years of my adult life.”
I feel my temperature rise a few degrees when I hear her stifle a yawn.
“They would do that for you,” she says, “if you went to university. I don’t know why you don’t go. You need an undergrad for basically everything these days. You could just enroll at Concordia or something. You could even do it part-time while you do all your...odd little money-making schemes.”
I can’t stop myself from letting out a loud groan. I don’t want my parents’ money. I don’t want to be valuable just because I went to university. I want to do this my way, on my own. I want to prove them all wrong.
“Come on, Ellen,” I snap. “You sound just like her. Next you’re going to be telling me I’m squandering my full potential. I have a plan, and I’m making it happen. Shit like this takes time, all right?”
“Look, I’m not going to tell you what to do with your life,” she says before proceeding to tell me what to do with my life. “It’s just that you’re twenty-two, and if you keep living like this...one day soon you will be thirty, living in our aunt’s house, and still saving up to chase some vague business idea in a market that’s already way oversaturated. I know Mom and Dad can be hard on you, but they just want—”
“Another you.”
For once, she doesn’t have a comeback. Tension crackles through the silence on the phone line. I can’t even hear her breathing anymore.
“You know it’s true,” I add. “They just want another Miss Perfect and Popular. They don’t care that you had to fake your way into it. I’d say they’d be ashamed if they knew what you had to do to get where you are, but honestly, they’d be even more proud. You fit right into their perfect little picture of success after Dad got that promotion, but I...”
I just kept getting it wrong until I stopped trying to get it right.
Ellen makes a few choked sounds before she manages to get a sentence out.
“You...Just...You know what? Screw you, Dane. You just sit around being jealous of me instead of actually trying for once in your life. Why wouldn’t they be disappointed?”
I curl my hand into a fist and squeeze, doing my best to ward off the impact of her words, but they still thunk against my chest and pierce straight through my skin.
For a second, I’m not in the kitchen at Tante Noelle’s house anymore. I’m standing in the alcove under a staircase at a school filled with kids I don’t know. I’m wearing a stuffy white blouse and an itchy plaid skirt I hate. Ellen’s voice is echoing against the concrete walls as she yells in my face and orders me to stay away from her friends instead of giving me the hug I expected when I told her I overhead a girl in her new clique call me ‘freaky looking.’
I feel just as small as I did then, my shoulders curling inward, my eyes squeezed shut in an attempt to pretend none of this is happening. That’s what I started doing to get by, and I kept it up for years: checking out of conversations, classes, friendships—everything. I let life pass me by because it started feeling safer than trying and failing.
Hence the title of Deadbeat.
A few seconds of strained silence pass. I consider hanging up on her, but my body won’t let me move.
She clears her throat and then speaks in a softened tone. “Dane, I—”
“Don’t.” My voice comes out cracked, and I have to clear my throat too. “Just don’t.”
I get enough of a grip on myself to slide my thumb across my phone’s screen and hit the button to end the call.
I set the phone down next to my laptop, the case rattling against the table, and then slump back in my chair. The radiator along the wall starts humming as the heating system kicks on, and I tune into the sound. Late afternoon sun is filtering in through the narrow window across from me. I stare at the trailing leaves of the vines suspended in a macramé holder that hangs down in front of the glass.
I don’t know what kind of plant it is. Evangeline would probably know. She’s better with animals than she is with plants, but she still knows more about them than I ever will.
My head feels hazy when I stand up. Thoughts and memories I don’t want to pay attention to are poking at my mind like tiny spears. I walk over to the plant, my focus on its dangling, heart-shaped leaves helping me build a mental wall to keep all the jagged spearheads out.
I could be wrong, but the leaves seem a little droopy, and when I reach my hand up to curl a finger around the edge of the pot, I find the soil is as dry as sawdust.
“You must be a thirsty little dude,” I mutter.
I step over to the sink. My lunch dishes are sitting in a heap at the bottom of the metal basin. I have approximately two hours and forty-five minutes to clean them before I violate a roommate agreement. I reach for the glass I used to hold some cranberry juice and rinse it out before filling it back up with water.
“Okay, plant, your thirst shall be quenched.” I carry the glass back over to the window and stretch up on the tips of my socked feet to dump the water over the rim of the terra cotta pot.
A few drops dribble down the side, and I wipe them off with my finger before they can seep into the macramé.
“You see?” I tell the plant after I’ve lowered my heels back down. “I don’t disappoint everyone. You were neglected, and I saved you.”
“Bravo.”
I whirl around, my heart jumping into my throat, and find Evangeline leaning against the kitchen’s entryway. She lifts her hands to clap them together a few times, a laptop balanced under her arm.
“How long were you standing there?” I demand, my pulse still racing from the shock.
“Just long enough to see you doing a chore that’s not even on your list. This is a momentous occasion.”
“Ha ha,” I drone, my eyes narrowing before I head for the sink and turn my back on her.
I reach for the dish soap and start scrubbing. Behind me, I hear her pull out one of the stools at the island. The scrape of the stool’s feet doesn’t usually bother me, but today it sounds so grating I start grinding my jaw.
“I’m also doing my dishes,” I call over my shoulder, my voice strained, “within your time limit too, so if you want to criticize me, you might have to put some thought into it today.”
“Wow.” Over the sound of the faucet, I hear her drum her fingers against the island. “You’re salty today. I just came downstairs for our meeting, but if you’re going to be like that, we should reschedule.”
I shut the sink off and brace my hands on the edge, closing my eyes for a moment to debate whether or not I should I set the water as cold as it goes and dunk my head underneath.
I settle for a couple deep breaths instead.
“I’m sorry,” I say after I’ve turned around to face her. “I had an...unpleasant phone call a few minutes ago, and I shouldn’t have used that as an excuse to snap at you.”
“Oh, uh...” She slides her glasses a little farther up her nose and blinks at me. “Well, thanks. I’m sorry to hear that.”
I nod and turn back to the sink. “I’ll be done in a second, and then we can start.”
Ellen’s call took longer than I thought; I glance at the clock on the microwave and see we’re already three minutes past the time Evangeline set up for us to create our Handy Dandy Playbook of Fake Relationship Facts.
I came up with the name—right after my valiant final effort to convince ma tante to be more suspicious of Mark was met with a playfully chastising grin and an invitation to do a guided meditation.
“Do you prefer I write things down in my notebook or on my computer?”
I glance back at her and notice she’s already got both open on the table, along with a multicoloured set of pens in a little plastic case that has a built-in display stand.
Not even my sister is that organized.
“Ya know, you look like the expert here,” I tell her. “Go wild.”
She bobs her head and scans over her supplies with gleeful eyes, like I’ve just granted her entrance to the party of the century.
“Okay, cool! I’ll do the rough draft by hand with my Midliners, and then I can colour match the sections in a shared Google doc I’ll add you to. This will be perfect!”
She uncaps a pen from the set and hunches over her laptop to start drawing a few long, swooping strokes on the page.
She’s always pretty entertaining to watch when she’s in List and Chart Creation Mode. I might even go so far as to call her cute, if she didn’t often use her finished products to inflict a maddening amount of requirements on my existence.
I finish stacking my dishes in the drying rack and wash the last of the soap bubbles down the drain. When I pull out the stool beside Evangeline, I see she’s moved on to adding accent colours to the title she’s scrawled in big swooping cursive letters along a full spread of pages in her grid paper notebook.
“Hey, what happened to the Handy Dandy Playbook of Fake Relationship Facts?” I ask.
She’s written ‘Fake Relationship Strategy’ instead.
“It wouldn’t fit,” she answers without looking up from her work.
I can tell that’s bullshit, but I let it slide.
“Okay!” she exclaims after adding a final swoop of blue pen to the edge of the letters. “Now we can start. So, just to recap, we’re mapping out a fake relationship timeline from now to March, which is Tante Noelle’s deadline for giving a notice of non-renewal on the lease. We will refer to this timeline during any interactions with Tante Noelle to make sure we’re keeping a consistent story.”
I nod. “And to make sure we’re doing things at the right pace to keep her interested but not totally certain we’re going to get together.”
“Sounds good.”
She reaches to pull her black pen out of the display stand again, and I can’t stop myself from making a comment.
“Why did you put the cap on and put it back in the stand if you were going to use it again right away?”
That earns me some withering side-eye.
“Dane,” she says, my name almost a growl, “if you mock me, I will make you sign a code of conduct before I agree to keep working on this.”
It’s a hollow threat, and we both know it. We have an equal interest in this plan working out, which means we have an equal lack of bargaining power.
Still, this’ll go much better if we can quiet the war zone for the duration of our meeting, so I bite back any further replies that come to mind.
“Sorry. I’ll be good.”
I make a zipper motion over my mouth, and I see Evangeline’s gaze flick down to my lips.
She blinks.
“Good,” she echoes before whipping her head back down to focus on her notebook. “So what’s the first point on the timeline?”
I tap my chin, staring across the kitchen at the tiled backsplash to stop myself from staring at the pink tinge rising on Evangeline’s cheeks.
It was nothing.
We’re about to plot out a love story between the two of us; it make sense to feel a little weird around each other.
It makes sense to want to see if that pale pink flush of hers gets any deeper, if I could make the colour travel all the way down her neck to stain the few inches of her clavicle I can see above the top button of her shirt.
I really should have dunked my head under the faucet.
“Dane?”
“Huh?”
I pull my gaze away from the tiles to find her giving me an impatient glare, her chin dipped down and her eyebrows arching over the top of her glasses.
That’s more like the Evangeline Hudson I know.
“Do you have some ideas for the timeline, or are we starting from scratch? You said you’d give it some thought this week.”
It’s been three days since Tante Noelle dropped her cousin-Mark-shaped bomb on us. Today was the first half hour slot of availability in Evangeline’s schedule.
“Ideas. Right. Yeah,” I begin. “So, we need an inciting incident, something that would make our feelings for each other shift just slightly. It needs to be something noteworthy enough that it would be natural to mention it to Tante Noelle. I’m thinking some sort of home repair emergency, like maybe you’re in the shower and some brown gunk starts coming out of the showerhead—”
“Ew!” she shouts, cutting me off. “What the hell, Dane? This is supposed to be a love story. Why am I getting covered in brown shower gunk?”
“Just listen,” I urge. “So this random gunk starts coming out of the shower, and you freak out and run out of the bathroom screaming with your towel just barely wrapped around you, and then you crash right into me, and the typical ‘oh wow, I’ve never realized how pretty your eyes are’ moment occurs, aided by the fact that you are only in a towel. We then tell ma tante this story on a video call while getting all giggly and embarrassed as we let her know we had to hire a plumber. She’ll swoon so hard they might need to pick her up off the floor in Egypt.”
Evangeline looks between me and her notebook a few times, frowning.
“Hmm.” She taps the end of her pen on her chin, just underneath the bow of her lips, and I find myself fighting the urge to knock the pen aside and press my finger there instead. “I like the home emergency angle. We’d definitely call her about something like that if it actually happened, but I still don’t understand why I have to be covered in a gross mystery substance.”
I tilt my head. “This isn’t actually going to happen, Evangeline.”
“I know that,” she says with an eye roll, “but why did you pick me for that part? You could have just as easily been the one running around screaming in a towel.”
I shift back a little on the stool and laugh. “Come on. You’re a total princess about your hair. You would absolutely react that way in real life.”
She smacks her pen down on the island. “I am not a princess!”
“Normally I’d agree with you,” I admit, “You literally clean animal cages as a hobby and don’t even blink when it comes to blood, but if anything threatens your precious blonde locks...”
She reaches up to smooth down her shoulder-length hair on instinct and then smacks her palms down like she’s been caught committing treason.
“I take care of my hair, okay? What’s wrong with that? I have very fine hair that’s easily sun-damaged, and it needs some pampering to stay healthy.”
I squint. “Hair can get sun-damaged?”
“Duh.” She tugs on the end of a few blonde strands. “Some of us have to put effort into this stuff, Dane. We can’t all roll out of bed already looking perfectly debonair and devil may care, like...like...”
She gestures at the general area of my head while stumbling over her words.
“Like we’ve just had a night of crazy good sex,” she blurts.
Her eyes widen with horror just as mine widen with shock. She raises her hand to her cheek and jerks her chin down to stare at her paper again.
The radiator rattles, and something low in my stomach rattles along with it.
I blink the shock away, my wide-open mouth shifting into a grin. I said I’d be good, but this is just too perfect to let slide.
“So...” I drawl. “You think I have debonair, crazy good sex hair?”
Instead of answering, she grabs one of her pens and hunches over her notebook to start furiously re-outlining the letters of the title.
“Should I take that as a yes?”
She grips the pen so tight I see her knuckles go pale.
“It’s just a turn of phrase,” she mutters.
“Hmm.” I tap my chin, unable to rein myself in. “Is it, though?”
“Dane,” she warns, glancing up at me with murder in her eyes. The kitchen light catches on her glasses, giving the lenses a sinister glare for a moment. The effect is threatening enough to have me backing off.
Somehow, it’s not enough to calm down the parts of my brain and body that have latched onto her words as tightly as she’s holding her pen.
Like we’ve just had a night of crazy good sex.
As I watch her shove a few strands of wispy blonde hair behind her ear, I find myself wondering what a night of ‘crazy good sex’ with Evangeline would be like.
She’s never brought anyone to the house, at least not on any night I’ve been here. The only sexy things I’ve overheard from her room are those audio books she’s always listening to—and occasionally talking back to.
She slides her pen back into its little display case thing, and my gaze drops to her fingers.
She has beautiful fingers—long and dainty, with perfect oval nails sitting like little opals at the end of each one.
I wonder if she touches herself while she listens to those books.
My face heats up as soon as I think it, and the rest of my body does too. It’s never occurred to me before, but now I can’t stop staring down at her fingers while I watch the scene play out in my mind.
Evangeline, lying naked on her bed with her legs spread wide.
Her head thrown back, her chest heaving.
That adorable pink blush flooding her cheeks.
Something filthy playing through her phone speaker as her hands move faster and faster.
“Dane!”
“Huh?”
I jerk my head up and find her glaring at me. My head spins, and I blink a few times. Her glare gets even sharper.
“I asked you three times if you’re ready to start on the timeline. Could you please pay better attention?”
“Uh, yeah.” I bob my head up and down. “Yeah, totally. I can do that.”
For the first time since I came up with this plan, I start to wonder if I’m in way over my head.



SEVEN



EVANGELINE
I’M in way over my head here.
Dane is in the middle of answering one of my questions about the relationship timeline we’re drafting, but I haven’t heard a single word. It’s like the whole world is on mute as I watch them reach up to push their hair out of their eyes in that signature gesture I’ve seen them do a million times before.
It doesn’t matter how familiar the sight is; right now, I’m watching them like a thirteen-year-old drooling in the front row at her very first teenybopper concert.
I might have called ‘debonnair, crazy good sex hair’ a turn of phrase, but really, there’s no one I would turn that phrase on but Dane.
It’s not my fault, though. They are very good looking. That’s a fact—a fact I’ve seen evidenced by the way women stare after them on the sidewalk or sit giggling over cups of coffee the few times I’ve come downstairs in the morning to find Dane serving breakfast to a ‘special guest’ from the night before.
I’d always roll my eyes, grab some cereal, and head back to my room. I’d always pass off the tug deep in my stomach as irritation about an interruption to my morning routine, but sitting here now, I know exactly what that tug is.
It’s attraction—attraction I really don’t want to feel but can’t keep from taking over my senses as I look over the points in the timeline we’re creating:
Shower incident
First almost-kiss
Actual first kiss
Dane knocks on Evangeline’s door in the middle of the night
I’m supposed to be jotting down dates and details for all of them, but I can barely get a grip on my pen.
“So what do you think?”
I manage to catch something Dane says for the first time in what has to be close to two minutes. They spread their hands out like they’re awaiting judgement, but I have no idea what I’m supposed to be judging.
“Is that too soon?” they ask. “I know we’re aiming to have this play out until March, so should we schedule the first kiss for later, or will that just make Tante Noelle lose interest? We need to drag it out long enough to keep her whole Mark plan on the back burner, but she also needs to believe we really are about to get together.”
“Um, right. Yeah.” I clear my throat and adjust my grip on my pen, which just ends in me smearing the page with a black scribble. “Shit,” I mutter.
I glance up and see Dane raising an eyebrow.
“Everything okay there, Evangeline? You know, I could remind you that you were the one telling me to pay attention about five minutes ago.”
That at least helps get me out of my stupid little daze.
“I am paying attention. You just keep making statements of the obvious.”
They lean back in their chair and cross their arms over their chest. “Wowwww, okay, Miss Expert. Aren’t you supposed to be some kind of love story addict? Shouldn’t you be able to come up with the perfect timeline on your own? Why are you even asking me for help?”
It shouldn’t bother me to know they think of me as a ‘love story addict,’ but it does. I’m used to people writing off my reading choices as nothing more than silly or cute. I’m used to people not understanding the way all stories—love stories included—can soothe the parts of us we can’t find help for anywhere else.
I’m used to brushing off the criticism, but for a moment, I want to stop this whole conversation and make Dane understand why I have a library stuffed to the brim and spend way more time reading about kisses and late-night encounters than heading out into the city to find them for myself.
“Because we need to be on the same page,” I say instead. “This story is going to be much more convincing if we come up with it together instead of me just handing you a plan I made by myself, even if that would be way faster and easier.”
“Okay, Miss Fast and Easy, when do you suggest we have our first kiss?”
Their hair is already falling into their eyes again, and I look down at my notebook before they can lift their hand to push the strands away. I don’t need any more fuel for the fire climbing up my neck and into my cheeks.
“I think we do need to move...fast,” I blurt. “We can slow things back down and maybe throw in a few obstacles to the development of the relationship after the first kiss, but we need to get her invested fast, so I think if we’re doing the shower incident tomorrow, the almost-kiss should be four days after that, and the actual kiss should be maybe...a week after the almost-kiss.”
Now I do risk looking up, and sure enough, they’re smirking.
“So you think you can resist kissing me for a week after almost-kissing me?”
I can hear blood thumping in my ears as my gaze drops to their smirking lips for half a second, but I force myself to grimace and focus back on their eyes.
This isn’t going to work if I can’t get myself under control. We need to engineer this ‘relationship’ with precision and careful calculation if we want to be sure of keeping the house. We do not need whatever weird combination of insults, innuendos, and possible flirtation is happening at this table.
“We’re not actually kissing, Dane. We’re not actually doing any of this.”
“I know that,” they drawl as they trace the edge of the table with one of their fingers. “Do you?”
I put on my best scowl. “Of course I do. I just want to make sure you do.”
“I do.”
“Okay.”
“Okay.”
I narrow my eyes. “Are you copying me?”
They shrug and put on a feigned innocent expression. “Are you copying me?”
“DANE!”
I slam my notebook down on the island before scrambling out of my chair and stomping over to the sink. I grab a glass off the drying rack and fill it with water, liquid sloshing down the sides as I bring it up to my mouth with the sink still going at full blast. I drain the whole glass in one go, and when I finally pull it away from my mouth, I shove it back under the faucet and repeat the whole process.
We’re only halfway through our first fake relationship planning session, and my nerves are already shot. I don’t know how I ever thought this could work. I’m trying to cooperate with Dane Marner on one of the most important projects I’ve ever undertaken. My whole ability to get into veterinary college relies on my schedule staying perfectly in balance, which relies on me staying in this house, and I’m trying to maintain that balance with the help of Dane, who is possibly the most planning-averse person I know.
“Oh my god,” I murmur once I’ve set my empty glass down, my stomach gurgling in protest over the sudden influx of water. “We’re losing this house, aren’t we?”
“Huh?”
I hear Dane slide off their chair, but I don’t turn around from where I’m hunched over the sink. I grip the edge of the basin for support.
“What do you mean?” they ask, crossing the kitchen to lean against the counter a few feet away. “Evangeline, we’re not losing it. We’re literally planning how to keep it right now.”
“Ha,” I bark. “And that’s going so well.”
“Look, I know I’m being an ass. I’m sorry. I’ll tone it down. I just...” They pause and sigh. “I’m scared, and this is kind of how I deal with shit. I laugh it off. I act like I’m just gonna go with the flow and that everything will be fine because...because that’s easier than admitting how fucking terrified I am about the things I want not working out.”
Their voice has gotten softer, edged with a timidity I’ve never noticed in them before. Even without any kind of discernible plan, Dane always does everything they set their mind to with a reckless amount of confidence. They’re bold. They’re brazen. They show up to every opportunity life throws at them with a devil may care swagger I’ve never been able to find in myself, no matter how much preparation I’ve done.
As much as I hate to admit it, it’s something I’ve always admired about them.
I lift my head from where I’ve let my chin rest against my chest as I stare into the sink like it’s a swirling pit of doom. I turn to face them and find they’re much closer than I expected, close enough that a single step along the counter would let me fold them into my arms.
“You’re scared?” I murmur.
They nod, their dark eyes shining with something I can’t read. “Very.”
“Why?”
My question is just a whisper. The air between us has shifted, like someone has pulled back a few layers of gauzy curtains to let us see each other with a new kind of clarity, one we haven’t experienced despite passing through the same rooms every day.
As we stand there staring at each other, the final few drips of the faucet the only sound in the kitchen, I realize we might live side by side, but we don’t live together. We look at each other and see what we expect to see, but maybe we miss out on a lot of what’s really there.
“Because it’s not just about cheap rent for me,” they say, “just like it’s not just about cheap rent for you. I have things I want to do—things that maybe won’t happen for a long time if I have to leave this house. I...”
They trail off, pressing their lips together as they drop their gaze to the tiled floor. I watch as two creases form between their eyes.
“Vancouver, right?” I ask. “You want to move back to Vancouver. That’s where you’re from.”
I’ve heard them mention it a few times. That’s why they work all those odd jobs; they don’t want to get tied down here while they save up for the move. In my opinion, a steady pay cheque would be a much more efficient way to save, but I guess their way makes them feel more comfortable.
“Yeah, that’s...that’s home.” They nod, still staring down at the floor. “It’s more than that, though. I...I know everyone thinks I’m a deadbeat, but I have a plan for when I’m there. I’m going to start a photography business. I know a lot about it—not just taking photos, but the whole business side too. I’ve researched. I’ve taken courses. I have it all mapped out. Even you would be impressed by my Google docs.”
They chuckle, and I find myself joining in, our laughter soft and a bit strained. They still haven’t looked at me, and I can’t help feeling that any sudden movement or poorly timed word is going to send the curtains that have opened between us slamming back into place.
“It’s like...I know if I can get to Vancouver, it’s all going to work out. My life is finally going to start. It’s going to be what it should have been, like if we’d never moved at all. Like if...” They trail off and swallow, grinding their jaw for a moment before they continue. “It’s just going to be different, but for some reason, I can’t fucking get there. Something always shows up to hold me back. Sometimes it’s some random expense I didn’t see coming. Sometimes it’s a friend who needs me around. Right now it’s my asshole cousin Mark trying to steal this house out from under us. I’m twenty-two already. I know that’s still so young, but it’s like yesterday I was nineteen, and tomorrow I’ll be, what, thirty? I’m scared I’m going to wake up one day and realize I spent my whole life in the backseat of a car I’m supposed to be driving.”
They sag against the counter, all the usual bravado I’m used to seeing in them whooshing out to leave a hollow desperation in its place.
“Dane...” My hands twitch with the urge to pat them on the back or squeeze their arm or hug them or do something to bring back the Dane I know. “I had no idea it meant all that to you.”
They let out a bitter chuckle and shrug, finally looking at me with the saddest smirk I’ve ever seen on their face. “Yeah, I kind of...hold those cards close. God, I can’t believe I just told you all that.”
“I’m glad you did.”
They tilt their head, watching me as I keep fighting the pull to hug them. “Why?”
Because I want to know more about you.
Because you’re actually kind of fascinating.
“Because I was starting to think this plan might not work,” I answer, forcing some optimism into my voice as I push down everything else I’m feeling, “but now we can both agree: it has to work.”
They search my face for a moment, and I feel my breath lodge in my throat before they nod. “Right. It has to.”
I step away from the sink and nod over at the island. “So what do you say we get back to work?”



EIGHT



DANE
DESPITE SCHEDULING this meeting for half an hour, Evangeline announced she would ‘shift some things around’ and moved us from the kitchen to the living room after our original thirty minutes were up. She has her phone, her laptop, and her notebook all arranged on the glass top of the coffee table, along with her array of writing implements.
I’m sitting sprawled out on one end of the couch, sipping the cranberry juice I poured myself when she got up to make a cup of tea. Her floral teacup is sitting steaming on a cork coaster with two hula dancers painted on it, which I assume Tante Noelle picked up during the summer she was struck with the urge to move to Honolulu.
“Okay, the timeline is finally done,” Evangeline announces after flipping to a new page of her notebook and straightening up from where she’s been hunched over the coffee table, “which brings us to the next topic we need to cover for our strategy.”
“You mean our Handy Dandy Playbook of Fake Relationship Facts?”
She raises her eyes to the ceiling for a moment and then nods. “Yes. That.”
After our little heart to heart in the kitchen, we’ve been powering through the timeline with much more success than earlier. I’ve only received a couple eye rolls, and she’s only made me want to pull my hair out three times. Most of me is still too busy processing what happened in the kitchen to find things to be annoyed about.
The day I blurted out my dream of starting a photography business to my family at a particularly dysfunctional dinner, I thought it might stave off their complaints about my lack of direction and motivation, but all it did was spawn a million more inquisitions and jabs at my life choices. That’s what I was braced for as soon as I mentioned it to Evangeline today. If anyone would be likely to have a barrage of reality checks to shove in my face, it’d be her, but if that’s what she thought of my dream, she didn’t show any sign of it.
Instead, she looked like she wanted to hug me. She looked like it was on the tip of her tongue to tell me everything would be okay.
She looked like she was about to give me everything I didn’t realize I needed.
For a moment, it felt like everything really would be okay if that’s what Evangeline Hudson told me.
“Next on our list is going over our dating histories,” she announces.
“Ah, yes. That.”
I slurp up the last of my cranberry juice and set the glass down on another Hawaiian coaster, this one painted with bright red hibiscus flowers, as Evangeline starts writing out a title for the new section in her notebook.
Back on the night we first hatched this plan, we came up with a list of topics about each other we’d need some basic knowledge of in case they ever came up in conversation with ma
tante. Since we’re pretending to get to know each other better, Evangeline made the valid point that we’ll be way more convincing if we actually do get to know each other better.
“So,” she says after she finishes spelling out my name under the ‘Dating History’ title, “who have you dated, besides the lovely ladies I find at the kitchen island from time to time?”
I adjust the pillows I have stacked up against the arm of the couch and smirk. “Are you slut shaming me, Evangeline?”
She holds up a hand. “You can hook up with whoever you want however often you want. The only thing I’m shaming you for is feeding them my food for breakfast.”
“That happened one time!”
She holds up three fingers. “Three times. It was three times, Dane.”
I place a hand on my chest. “Okay, maybe it was, but I do remember buying you a new box of cereal every time that happened, so what difference does it make?”
She sighs. “It’s the principle of the thing, Dane.”
I sigh too and dig my toes into the couch cushion. “I apologize for not maintaining the principle of the cereal boxes.”
That seems to cheer her up. She lowers her defensive pen and thanks me.
“So...your dating history,” she says as she shoots an expectant look my way. “Have you been in any long-term relationships? Did you date in high school? Do you...I mean, um, I actually don’t know how you define your sexuality, so that would probably be good to go over too.”
I chuckle as I tuck my hands behind my head to cradle my neck. “You know, I would love to know how to define my sexuality too. It’s kind of a work in progress.”
She squints. “Oh?”
“Yeah, I mean...” I stare up at the outdated swirled pattern of the ceiling plaster. “It’s kind of wrapped up with my gender, and that’s definitely a work in progress.”
“You don’t have to tell me anything you don’t want to.”
She’s watching me with the same expression she wore in the kitchen, her eyes locked on mine as I share a deeper part of myself than I meant to.
Just like when I mentioned my business, she doesn’t judge. She doesn’t poke and prod. She just waits for whatever I want to give.
Something in my chest starts to feel tight.
“It’s fine,” I find myself telling her. “It’s not, like, a secret. I’m pretty open about it. I just never know what to tell people because I don’t even know what to tell myself. I didn’t date in high school, but I knew I had no interest in men, so for a long time I called myself a lesbian. I know there are lots of non-binary people who use lesbian as a label, and I feel pretty okay with using it myself. I guess sapphic or trixic works too. I just...I don’t know. I don’t know what feels right. I don’t even know who I am. I know I’m not a woman, at least not all the time, which I know sounds crazy, but—”
“Dane.”
I stutter to a stop when I see the concern in her face. I must be freaking her the hell out.
“Okay, yeah, it sounds weird, I know, and—”
“Dane.”
Her interruption is gentle but firm, and it cuts straight through the nerves telling me I’ve said too much.
“None of that sounds crazy,” she says, each word laced with a solemn sincerity. “None of that sounds weird. Gender is complicated, and so is sexuality, and so are language and labels. I’m never going to judge you for that.”
“Oh,” I mumble, caught up in her gaze as my chest gets even tighter. “Thanks.”
She grins at my squeak of a response. “You’re welcome.”
“So, um...” My voice still comes out a bit squeaky, and I pause to clear my throat. “So yeah, I guess at the moment I identify as a non-binary person who’s usually comfortable being labelled as a lesbian or like, sapphic in general, and who also might be genderfluid or a demi-girl or something, and...well shit, Evangeline. You said it right. Language and labels are fucking complicated.”
We laugh together as Evangeline nods.
“Yeah, it’s weird. It’s like we’re all just trying to agree on what sounds to make to describe an experience that’s very different and personal for everyone.”
“Uh-huh.” I shift some more against my pillows. “So what sounds would you make to describe your personal experience?”
She chuckles. “Well, for a long time, I’ve labelled myself as a lesbian too, but it did take some figuring out to get there. I was confused for a while because I don’t mind reading about heterosexual couples, but I have no actual interest in men. Then I realized I kind of just pretend all the men I read about are masc lesbians.”
I try not to laugh, but a half-suppressed snort bursts out of me. “Sorry. I promise I’m not laughing at you. I just started imagining every fictional man spontaneously morphing into a masc lesbian, and it’s pretty great.”
I watch her face for any sign that I’ve offended her, but before I’ve even stopped speaking, she’s started laughing.
“Right?” she asks. “It’s the ideal situation.”
“I really want a masc lesbian Batman,” I joke, “or like, what about a version of Lord of the Rings where they’re actually all just lesbians?”
I’m laughing too now, my heart racing as I watch her glasses slip down her nose and her cheeks go pink as she keeps fighting back giggles.
She’s stunning. In this moment, she’s probably the most beautiful I’ve ever seen her. I’ve never made her laugh like this; I’m rarely a source of laughter for Evangeline. I’ve never seen her look so carefree and wild.
“That’s too good,” she says when she’s calmed down enough to speak again. “You know, you’re pretty hilarious, Dane.”
Part of me is scrambling to find some new punch line, something that will make her double over like that again and just let go. Part of me wants to get her distracted enough to lift my hands and frame her with my fingers, capturing the moment as a photo I’ll store in my head forever.
“So yeah,” she continues before I can up with another joke, “I’m a lesbian, but to me, that doesn’t automatically exclude everyone outside the gender binary. I just feel like...like we’re all learning about ourselves and each other, and figuring out language is a part of that. I’m open to letting my identity evolve if it needs to, and I’d always want anyone I’m dating to feel comfortable with whatever labels I use too, and...well, that’s where I’m at.”
She finishes with a shrug and folds her hands in her lap, clasping and unclasping her fingers a few times while I sit there blinking at her.
“Wow,” I finally say.
She jerks her head up in alarm and starts to rattle off some kind of apology, but I hold up a hand to stop her.
“You don’t have to be sorry,” I say. “I’m not mad. I’m...I’m impressed. You’ve really thought about this. That’s pretty cool. Not a lot of cis people do.”
The corners of her mouth lift, and her hands loosen in her lap. “I mean, I think everyone should give gender some thought.”
“Props to that.” I hold up a fist, and we both grin as she reaches over and bumps her knuckles to mine.
“So,” she says after settling herself back on her side of the couch, “you said you didn’t date in high school, but after high school...?”
“I’ve dated a little here and there. Nothing serious. I think the longest I’ve ever dated someone was three months.”
Evangeline doesn’t need to know the details, but back when I was around nineteen, I went pretty hard on the Montreal clubbing scene. I’d settled into living on my own, away from the disappointment of my family and the shit show that was private school. I could dress how I wanted, act how I wanted, be who I wanted. There was this whole glittering city waiting for me, and maybe it wasn’t Vancouver, but it did have girls.
A lot of girls.
For the first time in my life, I found girls who wanted me back, and it was glorious.
Many sweaty nights on the dance floor and a big hit to my savings-later, I’ve calmed the storm of my final teen years, but I still haven’t had any kind of formal relationship.
“So you’re like a raging commitment-phobe?” Evangeline asks.
I shoot her what Jonah would mock me for calling a ‘sour look’. “No. I have no problem committing to things when I want to, but what’s the point of starting something serious if I’m moving back to Vancouver?”
“Hmm.” She scribbles something into her notebook. I lean forward to see if I can get a glimpse of the words, but she’s holding the page too close to her face. “I guess that makes sense, and not everyone wants a relationship anyway.”
“I do.”
The words slip out before I can stop them, with a force that leaves us both sitting there in a moment of stunned silence.
For some reason, the idea of her thinking of me as a ‘commitment-phobe’ has me digging my nails into the couch cushion. I don’t want her writing me off the way everyone else has. No one thinks I’m committed to anything, and I don’t want yet another addition to the list of people who’ve gotten me all wrong.
“I do want a relationship,” I say. “Maybe not here or now, but I want it. I want to know what it’s like to share your life like that, to share someone’s life with them too. I believe in that shit. I don’t know if I buy the whole soul mates thing like Tante Noelle, but I’ve known her long enough to...to believe there’s something kinda magic about finding someone you just click with like that, someone who feels like home.”
My eyes have gone out of focus as I talk, my imagination busy projecting a cheesy image of me walking along the foggy shore of the Pacific with somebody’s hand in mine. I blink them back into focus to find Evangeline staring at me with her forehead creased and her eyes scrunched up behind her glasses, like I’m some weird thing she found in the fridge and she’s trying to decide if I’ve gone off.
“What?” I demand. “What’s that look supposed to mean?”
She drops the expression and shakes her head, bending forward to jot a few more things down in her notebook.
“I’m just...surprised,” she says as she writes. “I didn’t think you were like that.”
“Like what?”
“Like...” She keeps me in suspense as she finishes writing and then shrugs when she looks back up at me. “Like, I don’t know, romantic and stuff.”
She says ‘romantic and stuff’ like it’s a curse instead of a compliment.
“Don’t tell me you aren’t romantic and stuff,” I counter. “You have a whole freaking library full of love stories. What’s more romantic than that?”
She glares. “They’re not all love stories.”
“They’re mostly love stories.”
I’ve snuck in there a few times to get a look at what’s on the shelves, and they’re definitely mostly love stories—human love stories, fairy love stories, even a few alien ones with sex scenes I have major questions about.
With a library like that, Evangeline is not convincing anyone she isn’t a full-fledged romantic, and she’d also have a hard time convincing anyone she’s not at least a little bit freaky.
Even though she’s still glaring at me, my brain betrays me by flashing right back to that image it came up with earlier: her on her back in bed, one of those books playing through her speakers, her hands sliding down her stomach to reach between her legs.
My thighs twitch, but she’s too busy being annoyed with me to notice.
“Fine, yes, there are a lot of love stories,” she says, “but that doesn’t mean I’m super romantic. I can enjoy reading about something and not have an interest in it in real life.”
“Oh.” I knock off the teasing tone when I realize she might be telling me something about herself here. “So you, like, don’t have those kinds of feelings at all?”
“I mean, I do.” She taps her notebook against her knees. “I’m not aromantic. I want a romantic relationship someday. I just...I just don’t really think that whole magic part exists outside of books and movies.”
Now I’m the one gawking at her like she’s some questionable Tupperware container from the depths of the fridge. Those are not words I expected to hear coming out of Evangeline’s mouth. I thought talking about soul mates would get her all starry-eyed and glowy the same way talking about pets she meets at the vet does.
“Evangeline,” I say, shifting forward on the couch to peer into her face, “who hurt you? I’m pretty sure if Tante Noelle heard you talking like that, she’d have them tracked down and assassinated.”
She scoffs. “Tante Noelle is a pacifist.”
“She also loves to say all is fair in love and war.”
That gets a chuckle out of her, and I grin in satisfaction.
“But seriously,” I continue, “you’re gonna have to tell me who hurt you. It’s your turn to share.”
Before she can protest or snatch it away from me, I grab the notebook out of her hands and retreat back to my side of the couch.
“Hey!” she yelps, reaching to retaliate a moment too late. “I’m the note-taker.”
I shake my head. “Not for this you aren’t. We need an accurate picture of your answer, not some Evangeline-ified version.”
Her eyebrows jump up. “And what is that supposed to mean?”
“It means you’d make yourself look extra good in your notes, just like you probably made me look extra bad. For example, you called me a...oh.”
I trail off as I scan the column of notes she’s written under the ‘Dane’ section, the letters neat and tiny—so tiny it’s kind of ridiculous.
And cute.
The notes themselves, however, don’t spell out the judgements and dismissals I was expecting.
“You said I’m...I’m more than what most people see,” I mumble, tracing a fingertip over the words. “You said I’m going to make somebody really happy someday.”
She wrote that under ‘maybe used to be kind of a player,’ but still, she wrote it.
Nobody has ever said something like that about me before.
She looks away as soon as I make eye-contact, her cheeks getting pinker by the second.
“Well, it’s true.” She shrugs as she stares at the wall across the room. “I’m just trying to get a full picture so I can convincingly pretend to be interested in you.”
Right. The pretending.
For the past few minutes, I’d forgotten all about why we’re having this conversation. For a few minutes, we felt like two people just getting to know each other for the hell of it.
Because we wanted to.
“Uh-huh.” I clear my throat and reach for one of her pens. When she doesn’t try to bite my hand off for touching it, I uncap the lid and start labelling a new section with her name. “That means I need a clear picture too. So for the third time, Evangeline, who hurt you?”
She scoffs and shakes her head. “Nobody hurt me. I don’t have some, like, tragic story with an ex.”
“But you do have exes?”
“Hmm.” She rubs her hands along the fabric of the light wash jeans she’s wearing. “Kind of? I came out towards the end of high school, but I didn’t date anyone then. I dated around a bit at the start of first year, and then had a more serious thing with someone, but she...well, it just wasn’t right.”
I tap my pen on the top of the notebook as I watch her. “Wasn’t right how?”
“I mean, she...” Evangeline starts tugging at the sleeves of her shirt. Her gaze drops down to her lap. “We just didn’t agree on everything, you know?”
“Uh...” I glance down at the still empty section of the page and then back at her. “You broke up because you didn’t agree on everything?”
She shakes her head. “When you say it like that, it sounds crazy.”
“I meannnnn...” I rock a little from side to side. “That’s kiiiind of exactly what you just said.”
“I didn’t emphasize it like that,” she shoots back. “I know no one’s ever going to agree with me on everything, but like...if the relationship is difficult, what’s the point? What’s the point of prolonging the inevitable? I don’t want surprises. I don’t want friction. I don’t—”
She cuts herself off when I let out a pointed cough.
“Yes, Dane?”
I do my best to hold back my laughter, but that just makes my voice come out all choked. “I just...I think all your fairy porn would indicate you do like some friction now and again.”
She grunts and lunges for a cushion, chucking it at my head before I have time to defend myself. The purple velveteen thumps against my face and then drops into my lap.
“It is not fairy porn,” she fumes.
I risk another pillow attack to mutter, “Whatever you say.”
“It’s not!” she shrieks. “If you really want to know the difference, I’ll show you some actual fairy porn, and then you’ll see.”
“Wait,” I sit up straighter. “You have actual fairy porn? I really do want to see that.”
She rolls her eyes. “Pervert.”
“You’re the one who brought it up.”
“You’re distracting us, Dane.” She points at the notebook. “Have you even written anything down?”
“I’m just trying to get a full picture here! You’re not giving me much. You dated one girl and dumped her because there was too much...friction.”
Evangeline glowers, and I hurry on with my recap before she can find something heavier than a pillow to throw.
“You basically want to date a clone of yourself, and until you find that, you’re not going to bother going around chasing relationships that don’t feel perfect. Is that right?”
She blinks a few times, and I wait for some kind of sarcastic comeback to match my own snark, but instead, her face crumples. She turns her head to stare down at her lap again, her shoulders curling inward.
“Shit.” I set the notebook down on the coffee table and shift a little closer to her. “I’m sorry. I went too far.”
She shakes her head, still not looking at me.
“No,” she whispers, “you didn’t. I...I’ve just never heard it out loud like that, but it’s true. Mostly.”
“Aww, come on, Evangeline.” I lift my hand like I’m about to sling my arm around her shoulder, but I pull back at the last second; that’s not exactly an us thing. “I was just being an ass. That’s not true.”
“I mean...” She spreads her hands in her lap. “I’m not looking for something perfect. I just...I want something I can trust won’t end in divorce.”
Ah. There it is.
The pang in my chest slides down to form a lump in my stomach as it all clicks into place.
“Your parents are divorced.”
She flinches, and I hear her breath catch. Then she nods. “They split when I was pretty young. It was...bad. I don’t know why they were ever together in the first place.”
“Damn.” I drop my voice to match her low tone. “I’m sorry. That sounds rough.”
She shrugs. “It wasn’t great.”
“I’m sorry you had to go through that.”
“Thanks.” She nods and then lifts her head. Her blue-green eyes blink at me, and I realize I’ve slid closer than I thought. “Dane...”
My throat has gone dry. I swallow and then murmur, “Uh-huh?”
“I, um...” She blinks again. “I think I need to go study now.”
My brain takes a couple seconds to process her words, especially after my eyes dip down to stare at her mouth for a fraction of a second.
“Uh, right. Yeah. Okay.”
I watch her start gathering up her things from the coffee table, and my attention slides to the notebook as my heart thumps loud and fast in my ears.
“Wait.”
I pick the book up and lift the pen I still have clutched in one of my hands. Evangeline goes still as I start to scribble something onto the page.
“Okay, so clearly I’m a shit note-taker,” I say as I write, “but here.”
I hand the book back to her, watching her face as she reads it. A smile curls at the corners of her lips, and it’s like a whole damn meteor shower blazes to life inside my chest.
“You think I’m going to make someone really happy someday too,” she murmurs, her eyes still on the page.
I nod and swallow, my throat gone thick. “Yeah. I really do.”



NINE



EVANGELINE
I WATCH the last bit of the worm’s tail disappear into Mimi’s mouth and then break out into applause.
“Good girl, Mimi!” I say as I shift around in my squat in front of her tank. Feeding time can be a bit of a lengthy process, and my knees are starting to ache. “Mama is so proud of you. Chomp, chomp, chomp!”
Her beady little axolotl eyes stare blissfully at nothing for a moment. Then she spits a chunk of worm out.
I grimace. “Ew, Mimi. Come on. You need to eat the whole thing.”
She’s been a picky eater her whole adult life, ever since she got weaned off baby food and moved up to worms. She still gets frozen brine shrimp as a treat, but only if she acts like grown-up and eats a damn worm.
“You know, Mimi,” I mutter as I watch her creep a little closer to the stray worm chunk and then back away without touching it. “Sometimes I wonder if I spend too much time with you.”
Besides my best friend Chloe and the staff at the vet, I don’t interact with many humans. Most of my other friends are actually just Chloe’s friends who I occasionally hang out with to keep up the illusion of a social circle during the few hours a month I’m not working on school stuff.
A soft meow makes me turn and reach over to give Jelly Bean’s fluffy head a scratch where he’s perched at the end of my bed.
“Nah, I’m just kidding,” I tell him. “You two are the best company around.”
I keep scratching behind his ears as I turn back to watch Mimi. Her pink, salamander-like body is now completely still, the fuchsia fronds adorning her head waving a little in the slight current the tank’s filter gives off. She does not look like she’s going to finish the worm.
“Well, Mimi, I need to eat my own very late lunch before Dane and I call Tante Noelle, so I guess you’re getting away with not finishing yours.”
I straighten up and head downstairs, Jelly Bean trotting along behind me. Dane and I are calling Tante Noelle this afternoon to relay our meet-cute story about the shower, and I’m going to need some fuel to get through the ordeal.
I keep telling Dane it’s not a meet-cute if we already know each other, but now they’ve got me saying it too.
I find some pasta salad in the fridge, the last of a big batch I cooked up for lunches on campus, and set the bowl down on the island. There’s a minor snowstorm happening outside, leaving the sky shrouded in grey and the house streaked in shadow even though it’s only two in the afternoon. I take a minute to light the new caramel-scented candle I picked up on sale at the bookstore and set it on the stove to cast the dim room in a warm, cozy glow. The flame reflects on the little glass jars of tea and spices I keep arranged in a gold metal basket on the counter.
“This is our home,” I murmur to Jelly Bean as he brushes against my leg after I’ve taken a seat at the island.
I know I could leave this house if I had to. If I searched hard enough, I could find somewhere to take Mimi and Jelly Bean. I could cough up the cash to put my books in storage or drive them all the way to Toronto to beg for some space in my mom’s basement.
I wouldn’t find another home, though—not like this.
The thunk of the heavy lock in the front door interrupts my thoughts. The hinges creak and a trample of boots echoes back into the kitchen. Jelly Bean tenses in my lap and then leaps down to the floor, scampering away to either hiss at Dane or go hide from them in my room.
I realize I forgot to pour myself a drink, and I listen to Dane shuffling around in the entryway as I get up and grab a glass for some cranberry juice. I’m searching for the bottle in the fridge when Dane steps into the kitchen.
“You ready to run around screaming in a towel?”
I glance over my shoulder to see them leaning against the island. They were out shovelling driveways for cash like they do during pretty much every snowstorm, and there are a few flakes still drying in their hair and on the tips of their dark eyelashes.
Their lips twist into a smirk, and for a moment, my hands twitch with the urge to reach up and catch the flakes on my fingertip—gently, so gently, with the kitchen silent and still around us.
Instead, I roll my eyes and turn back to the fridge.
“How many times do I have to tell you we’re not actually doing that?” I ask as I peruse the shelves for something quick to serve as my belated lunch.
“I was joking,” Dane drawls. “How many times are you going to think I’m actually considering doing that? Cuz it’s kind of starting to sound like wishful thinking to me.”
“Ha. Right,” I bark. “Because I’d totally want to actually run around with disgusting plumbing gunk in my hair.”
Before I can stop myself, I reach up to run a protective hand over my hair where it’s hanging loose around my shoulders. Dane chuckles, but they at least don’t call me a princess again.
If they did, I’d be forced to face the fact that I kind of liked it the first time.
“You good to call Tante Noelle in like, twenty minutes?” I ask.
“Born ready.”
They walk over to stand behind me as I keep scanning the fridge, and I’m about to ask what the hell they’re doing when their arm snakes over my shoulder to reach for a basket of strawberries on the fridge’s top shelf. I open my mouth to demand they wait their turn, but no sound comes out.
They’re so close I can feel the ghost of their shirt brushing against my back. The heat of their breath tickles my neck. Goosebumps break out all over my skin, and something tightens low in my stomach.
I watch them grip the edge of the basket and pause with their fingertips brushing the bright red berries.
I shiver.
“Pardon me, Princess.”
Their voice is low and husky, heated like glowing goals crackling in a fire pit. The words caress my neck. I stop breathing.
They pull their arm back, strawberry basket in hand, and take a few steps away from me. I whirl around, blood rushing in my ears and my mouth hanging open. I rake my gaze over their face, and there’s no point denying it: I want to bury my hands in their dishevelled, snow-dusted hair and feel them bite into my neck like I’m one of those strawberries.
I watch as they fish one of the ruby red berries out of the basket and pop it in their mouth before winking at me.
Then they walk out of the kitchen before I can stammer a single word.
I only find the ability to move again after I’ve heard them pound their way up the staircase and close the door to their room. My knees wobble beneath me, and I flail a hand out to grip the edge of the island as a breath I didn’t know I was holding whooshes out of my lungs.
They’ve literally made me weak in the knees.
“This is not good,” I mutter as I swing the fridge door shut. “This is very, very inconvenient.”
    
“I THINK you should sit closer to me.”
I glance at Dane over my shoulder. I’m hunched forward on the couch, about to press the call button to connect us with Tante Noelle.
“Closer?” I repeat, doing my best to sound level-headed and maybe slightly annoyed.
Level-headed is a stretch, but I really am annoyed—mostly at myself. Since the Strawberry Incident half an hour ago, I’ve been trying to purge whatever curse Dane cast on me from my body, but it’s no use. It’s like their breath on my neck was an incantation, like the words seeped through my skin and into my bloodstream.
Princess.
No one’s ever called me princess before, and it doesn’t seem to matter that Dane was mocking me when they said it. Some distracted, probably sex-starved part of my brain liked it anyway.
It liked it a lot.
“Yeah,” Dane answers with a breezy shrug, like they have no idea how hard I’m fighting between wanting to climb in their lap and push them off the couch. “Like, with your leg touching mine. Maybe we could have like, our pinkies touching or something too. That’s cute, right?”
I drop my gaze to their hand splayed on their thigh, and my stomach does a back flip.
So, so inconvenient.
“Aren’t we supposed to be taking this a little slower than that?” I ask.
Dane shrugs again. “Well, I was thinking we could start the call like that and then kind of pull away from each other right after she answers.”
I press my lips together as I think it over. It is a good idea. My chest twinges as I consider just how far we’re going to manipulate Noelle, but a quick look around the living room adorned with her treasures from all around the world reminds me we’re doing this to protect her house as much as we’re doing it to protect ourselves.
“I kind of hate doing this to her,” I say, straightening up enough to sink against the back of the couch.
“Yeah.” Dane nods. “Me too. It feels shitty. We don’t have to do the leg thing.”
“No, no. We should. It’s a pretty good idea.”
Their eyebrows lift at the compliment.
“It will help get her back on board with her quest to get us together,” I continue, “and if we’re going to lie to her, we should at least make sure it actually pays off for all of us.”
They nod again. “That’s true.”
“So...” I trail off and hold my breath for a moment as I scooch closer to them on the couch, just close enough to have my leg all but brushing theirs. “Should I call her?”
Dane is staring down at our thighs, theirs covered in tight black denim and mine in a pair of dark blue leggings. I watch too as they close the few centimeters between us and press up against me.
Our gazes rise to meet each other, and something hot spreads from my thigh all through my body as I get a fraction of a second to stare into their dark eyes.
Then we both look away. Dane coughs.
I make myself breathe again and mutter, “Calling now.”
I lean forward and press the button. A window with Noelle’s profile picture in the middle pops up, giving us a few moments to stare at her grinning and holding a baby monkey in some animal sanctuary in Southeast Asia while the call beeps out its ringtone.
I keep my eyes glued to the screen as Dane’s leg shifts against mine. I hear their hand slide along their jeans before the tip of their pinky finger brushes mine where it’s resting over my knee.
The heat has concentrated between my legs, blazing with the need to feel more of their skin. I stretch my pinky out to curve it over theirs.
I don’t think either of us is breathing now.
Maybe it’s just been way too long since I’ve dated anyone. Maybe it’s all the hours spent in my library with warriors ready to get on their knees for a princess. Maybe it’s the pressure to get this whole scheme right or risk losing everything.
Whatever it is that’s making me want to straddle Dane and pull their hands onto every place I need them, it doesn’t seem to mind that they’re possibly the most infuriating person I’ve ever met.
“Bonsoir, bonsoir!”
I jerk with surprise when Noelle’s pixilated face takes over the call window, backlit by a floor lamp standing behind her. Dane’s pinky slides out from under mine, and they snatch their hand back into their lap before peeling their leg away.
For a moment, I forget all about fact and fiction as a wave of rejection hits me like a slap.
This is not real.
I settle both my hands in my lap and clasp them together, squeezing hard.
“You said you had something to tell me?”
Noelle’s question pulls me back to reality. When I focus on the screen, I see her eyes darting between me and Dane while a curious smile tugs at the corner of her mouth. She plays with some sort of wooden medallion she’s wearing on a black string around her neck while she waits for an answer.
“We do,” Dane gets out, before I can come up with an introduction. “About the house. It’s nothing serious, but we just thought you should know. There was an...incident with the shower.”
They turn an expectant look on me, and even though I can see our fictitious ‘meet-cute’ playing out in my head, I can’t find the words to describe bumping into Dane with only a towel on.
I’m too busy imagining what it would feel like to have just a layer of terrycloth between us.
“Right, Evangeline?” Dane gives me a pointed tilt of their head and then bumps their knee with mine.
A strangled laugh escapes from my throat.
“Yes. The incident. It was, um, it was actually pretty funny.” My choked words start to smooth out as I turn to look at the screen again. “I mean, not really. It almost ruined my hair. There was something wrong with the shower, and all this weird gunk started coming out while I was in there. It was all over me, and I jumped out and ran out of the bathroom to get some extra towels.”
Dane snorts. “Oh, is that what you were doing? You didn’t seem to have a destination. You were running around like a chicken with your head cut off, screaming the whole time.”
I turn to face them again, a flare of genuine irritation rising in me as I defend my imaginary self. “You would have been screaming too if some unknown brown substance splattered all over you.”
“It wasn’t all over you. It was a little bit in your hair at most.” Dane spreads their hands in a ‘what can you do’ gesture as they address Tante Noelle. “You know what she’s like about her hair. She ran right into me in the hallway. I’m surprised she even managed to get her towel on beforehand. I was expecting something straight out of Naked and Afraid with how loud she was screaming.”
I give their foot a shove with mine and mutter, “You should be so lucky.”
Noelle lets out an elated giggle, and I focus back on the screen to find her staring at us with her eyebrows almost up to her hairline and both hands clamped over her mouth.
“Mon dieu,” she titters after loosening her hands enough to speak. “That sounds like a very...eventful day.”
“Oh, it was. It was.” Dane nods and stretches their arms above their head. The motion makes the hem of their grey t-shirt rise enough for me to catch a glimpse of their stomach out of the corner of my eye.
I squeeze my hands tighter in my lap.
“We got a plumber in fast,” I say, “so it’s all fixed now, thank goodness.”
“Ah, parfait.” Noelle claps her hands together. “Just send me the bill, chérie, and I’ll get it sorted out.”
I freeze and look over at Dane, who’s seems to have gone as still as I have. We didn’t consider the fictional plumber’s bill when we created the fictional plumber. There’s no way I’m going so far as to make Noelle pay a fake bill for the sake of this scheme, but she’s never going to drop it if she thinks Dane and I fronted the money ourselves.
“Oh, don’t worry about it,” I say as I wrack my brain for an explanation. “It was probably my shampoo that did it.”
Noelle tuts. “Nonsense. It was probably my old house being an old house. Just tell me how much he charged you, and I will pay it.”
“Actually,” Dane chimes in, “the plumber is a friend of mine from back when I had that painting job at the housing development, so he did it for free. He just charged us for the parts. It was like forty dollars. Don’t worry about it, ma tante.”
“Hmm.” She tuts again. “Well, next time I am in Montréal, I will get you both a nice lunch.”
Dane grins. “You’d do that anyway, ma tante.”
I blink at them, a little in awe at how smooth that story was.
“Shhh,” Noelle answers, pressing a finger to her lips. “Now tell me, what are you two up to tonight, after your very eventful day?”
The weight she places on the word eventful makes me want to reach over and give Dane a high-five. She used to lay the insinuation on thick, but after two unsuccessful years of watching us remain thoroughly uninterested in dating each other, her knowing looks and leading questions were getting few and far between.
Now her eyes are bouncing between the two of us with as much gusto as the day I moved into the house.
“Um, well, Evangeline is probably gonna study,” Dane answers, “but I was thinking maybe the two of us could watch a movie together after that. I’m exhausted from all the shovelling today, so I’m probably going to be glued to the couch for a few hours at least.”
My heart does a weird fluttering thing in my chest before I remember Dane isn’t really asking me to watch a movie with them, just like they didn’t really want to hold pinkies, and just like I don’t really want to climb in their lap.
This is a performance. It’s a good one—it has to be—but it ends as soon as we end this call.
Noelle claps a few times. “Ah, magnifique! That sounds lovely. I have an Arabic lesson soon, so I should let you two get started. Merci for telling me about the shower. I hope it doesn’t do that again.”
Dance chuckles. “Me too, or Evangeline really is going to end up looking like something out of Naked and Afraid.”
Tante Noelle giggles again. “Oh, Dane, ҫa suffit. Talk to you soon, my loves. Oh, and so you know, I’m still waiting for the universe to reveal what should happen with the house, but I know it means a lot to you. I promise all will work out as it should.”
She winks before waving goodbye and ending the call. The window goes black again, save for where Noelle and her little monkey reappear in the profile picture. I stare at the monkey’s tiny hands clasped around Noelle’s arm as a moment of silence stretches on in the living room.
Dane clears their throat. “So, I’d say that was a success.”
“Yeah.” My voice comes out reedy. I make myself look at them instead of the screen. “You weren’t, like, serious about the movie thing, were you?”
I wince as the question slips out before I can stop it. Dane stares at me. A few locks of their messy hair have fallen into their eyes.
“I mean...I was kind of thinking on the fly, you know, to make the plan work...”
They trail off, and I realize my heart is beating way too fast. I jump to my feet like I’ve sat on a pin.
“Right. Yeah. The plan. It’s going well. We did good.”
I scramble to close my laptop and pile it into my arms along with the notebook I have sitting on the coffee table.
“I’m gonna go study,” I announce, the words coming out a little too fast. “Goodnight.”
I whirl around and head for the stairs before I can say or do anything even more stupid.
I am not stupid. I know whatever I’m feeling isn’t actually about Dane, or at least not the version of Dane that exists in real life.
In real life, Dane and I are like water and oil. In real life, we have rules and regulations that keep us thoroughly separate from one another. We run on different tracks. We exist on different planes. We do not mix.
I know what happens when you try to swirl oil and water together into something they’re not. I saw it play out over the years my parents worked to hold their marriage together after I was born.
When you mix oil and water, you don’t get anything except a mess that slowly seeps back into separation and chokes anything that tries to stand in its way.
I reach the bottom of the staircase before Dane calls out, “Goodnight, Evangeline.”
My foot pauses on the first step. I grip the banister hard and swallow down whatever else I want to say before I continue up to my room.



TEN



DANE
DURING OUR MANY adventures in answering Craig’s List requests for moving assistance, Jonah and I have made a lot of jokes about what we’d call a trans-run moving company for fellow trans people:
J&D’s TRANSportation.
Trans-and-in-Transit.
Boxes Beyond the Binary.
“What about Packers Who Pack?” Jonah asks after setting a bubble-wrapped floor lamp down in the U-Haul parked outside the two-storey walk-up we’re helping to clear. “That could work for me. I should put that on a business card.”
I put the box I’m carrying down next to the lamp and hop out to join him in leaning against the edge of the truck.
“Not bad, not bad,” I answer. “Niche, but I like it.”
We started making these jokes as a way to ward off the unease that’s sort of a constant part of life when you’re not what people expect gender-wise. It’s nice to imagine a world in which we could make dumb gender puns and be guaranteed a laugh with the people who hire us instead of heading into every situation wondering how we’ll be received.
Thankfully, the elderly straight couple we’re helping today did not bat an eye when Jonah and I turned up on their landing this morning. They just handed us a few boxes and told us to be careful on the stairs.
“The lady told me we’re almost done,” Jonah says, wiping some sweat off his forehead even though it’s well below freezing outside. We’ve been huffing and puffing up and down the staircase for almost four hours straight. “They’re having a company do the big furniture, but I guess they figured it would be cheaper to have amateurs like us do all the boxes.”
“They’re paying cash?” I ask.
He nods. “I asked her if she wanted to do e-transfer, and she looked at me like I was speaking another language.”
We both laugh, and I reach for the water bottle I have stashed at the top of the truck’s ramp. Jonah scrolls through his phone while I take a few sips.
“You doing anything after this?” I ask.
He nods. “Working my actual job.”
“Ah, yes.”
Sometimes I forget Jonah does all these weird gigs with me in addition to having an actual career. His job at a queer youth counselling centre may pay next to nothing, but he’s always grinning like an idiot whenever he’s headed off to that place. It’s his place—the place that keeps him grounded, the place that gives him purpose even when the rest of life gets muddled or messy.
I don’t have a place like that, or at least not one I can get to. Not yet.
“I think once I deposit what they give us today, I’m going to buy that new lens,” I say. “You know, that one I keep annoying you by talking about way too much.”
His eyebrows shoot up, and he slides his phone back into his pocket as he gawks at me. “Really? You’re actually buying it?”
“Uh, yeah,” I say, squinting at him. “Why is that surprising? I’ve been talking about it for like a year. It’s the most important thing on my camera gear wish list. I can’t start the business without it.”
“Yeah, exactly.”
I squint even harder. “What do you mean, exactly?”
“It’s just...” He sighs and slides his hands into his pockets, staring down the snowy street lined with parked cars. “Don’t take this the wrong way, okay? It’s just, you’ve been talking about Vancouver and all this stuff you need for so long, but you’ve never, uh, actually bought any of it?”
I narrow my eyes. Something about his voice has my guard going up.
“What do you mean? You think I’m not serious about the business?”
“Dane, no.” He shakes his head and pushes off from the truck to come stand in front of me. “I’m just saying you’ve been saving for a while, and I’ve always wondered if maybe something other than money was holding you back, so I’m glad and excited to hear you’re ready to make this start happening.”
I can feel a vein starting to pulse in my forehead, and I fight to keep my voice even. “It is just money holding me back. You know how hard it is to save up with jobs like this, and you know I need my schedule open to do all the practice shoots and networking I can. Plus, people come up with way more excuses to give up on their dreams when they’re tied down with some regular job. That’s not gonna be me. I am getting out of here. It’s just taking more time than I’d like.”
He holds up his hands. “Okay, okay. Don’t come for me. I was just trying to say good for you.”
I blow out a breath and realize I’ve had my hands clenched into fists behind my back. I uncurl my fingers and sigh again.
“Sorry, man. I know. It’s just...you know, I’ve got my whole family saying I’ll amount to nothing. I don’t think I could handle hearing that from you too.”
He claps a hand on my shoulder. “I’m never gonna say that, Dane, because it isn’t true. You’re a fucking awesome photographer, and as soon as you’re ready to let people see that, they’re gonna flip. You’re gonna be booked up for months. Years. I can feel it.”
“Thank you.” I beam at him as my heart slows back down and the rest of my muscles relax. “That is what I need to hear.”
We head back up the staircase together and start trudging our way through another hour of work. By the time we’re done, I’m sure I’m going to have aching biceps and shoulders tomorrow, but the stack of twenties clutched in my hands as we take off down the street makes up for any pain.
“I’ll see you later,” Jonah says when we reach the metro station and have to separate to take different lines. “Text me when you buy the lens. I want to send you many GIFs and emojis.”
I laugh and give him a quick hug. “Will do. Sorry I snapped at you.”
After we break apart, I let myself get swallowed into the crowd making their way to the orange line. It’s just before five in the evening, and the station is swarming with commuters getting a head start on the ride home. I manage to claim a seat on the train and sway along with the twists and turns of the tunnel as the crackly voice blaring through the speakers calls out the names of the stops I’ve memorized after years of riding this line.
Georges-Vanier.
Lucien L’Allier.
Bonaventure.
They play out in my head like a nursery rhyme, and my eyes start drooping as my thoughts drift back to my conversation with Jonah at the house.
I thought I felt better, but the more I focus on his startled face when I said I was buying the lens, the more my stomach starts to twist with something that feels a lot like shame.
He said he only felt happy for me, but even if he was too polite to admit it, that split-second reaction didn’t lie. Even my best friend was shocked to hear I was actually doing something to get me closer to Vancouver.
And why wouldn’t he be?
It’s just like my sister said: I’m twenty-two. I could have earned a whole bachelor’s degree by now. I could be starting some entry-level job in an office. I could even be doing photography on the side while still earning a steady pay cheque.
I turned my back on all of that because I thought I could do things a different way. I thought I could do them my way, just like ma tante has always lived her life on her own terms. I thought I could break out of a role and a life and a family that didn’t fit me to be completely myself.
So far, all I’ve done is cobble a few thousand dollars together and set up some photo shoots with amateur models.
That’s hardly ‘breaking out.’
“Station Mont-Royal!”
The announcement for my stop makes my head jerk up. I grip the nearest support pole and haul myself to my feet just in time to slip out the train doors. I pound up the steps to street-level, skipping the crowded escalator, and take a deep breath of cold winter air as soon as I get outside.
The sun still hasn’t quite set yet—a welcome change from the eternal darkness of early January. I lean against the station’s brick wall and watch people hurry across the wide square outside. In the summer, this stretch of pavement is always crowded with locals and tourists alike. Kids run around playing with bubbles, old people sit on the benches to sing along with buskers strumming French-Canadian folk songs, and teenagers covertly sell weed to one another behind the trash cans. It’s a charming, thoroughly Montreal experience.
In the winter, however, it’s a desolate wasteland traversed by people scuttling into the station to escape the cold and shoot off to other parts of the city.
I huddle into my jacket and speed-walk the couple blocks over to the house. The white bricks and sky blue trim stand out even from the end of the street. The lingering tinge of pink in the sky reflects off the snow banks, giving the whole scene the softest trace of a rosy glow.
I come to a stop in the middle of the icy sidewalk and shape my thumbs and forefingers into a rectangle before lifting my hands up to frame Tante Noelle’s house.
I squeeze one eye closed to bring the snow-dusted staircase into focus and murmur, “Click.”
A rush of satisfaction fills me as I lower my arms back to my sides and hurry the rest of the way up the street. I climb the stairs two at a time and dig for my keys, barely stopping to pull my boots off after I’ve gotten inside. I sprint up to my room and ignore Jelly Bean’s hiss as he ducks into the library to avoid me.
In a matter of seconds, I have my camera bag packed and slung over my shoulder. I fly back down the stairs and out into the street.
I can’t miss this light.
I follow my footprints back to where I took my pretend photo and whip my camera out to capture the image for real. I flip a few switches to get to the right settings, my breath coming in rapid bursts that cloud the air around me.
“Oh yeah,” I mutter as I raise the viewfinder up to my eye. “This is perfect.”
I adjust my stance a little and snap a few extra shots, but I already know the first one was the best. My heart is thundering in my chest, and my brain feels like it’s going a mile a minute as I lower the camera and scan the street with my eyes, looking for anything else I can capture.
When I’m taking photos, the world rearranges itself just for me. Shapes and patterns pop into existence, waving at me and calling my name, begging for attention I’m always more than happy to give. Colours blend and bleed into new shades, painting ordinary objects with the reverence of a lover. Time itself warps and bends, speeding me past the mundane and dropping me straight into the extraordinary, where the curve of someone’s quick smile can last an hour before it disappears without a trace.
“Dane.”
It takes me a moment to realize the voice behind me is calling my name, and it takes me another moment to break away from scanning the street and turn around.
Evangeline is standing a few metres up the sidewalk. Even from here, I can see how pink her cheeks have turned in the cold.
Pink like the snow banks around her.
Pink like the flowers dotting the backpack slung over her shoulders.
Pink like her lips.
Pink.
The colour seeps from her like an aura, equal parts bold and soft. She’s a thousand contradictions. She’s the snow and the sun.
Click.
Before I even realize what I’m doing, I’ve raised the viewfinder back to my eye and snapped a photo of her.
I take another one as her expression shifts from confused to surprised, and then another when she goes from surprised to flustered. Her mouth lifts in a timid smile, the colour in her cheeks getting even more pronounced.
That’s the one.
I lower the camera, convinced I’ve captured her—not how she sees herself, not how other people see her, not even how I see her. I’ve captured a moment beyond all that, a moment as hushed as a secret, like the click of a key in a lock.
“Dane. Uh, hi.”
She adjusts the pompom-adorned knitted hat on her head, still a little flustered as she takes a few hesitant steps forward. My photographer’s focus fades, the world rearranging itself back into normalcy as I settle my camera in its bag.
“Hey,” I mumble.
She comes to a stop a couple feet away. “Did you, uh, take a picture of me?”
“Umm...” I trail off and smack my lips together. “Yes. Yes, I did. I can delete it if you want.”
“You don’t have to delete it.”
I look up from fiddling with my camera bag’s zipper and find her watching me with her forehead creased. It’s the first time we’ve been this close to each other since we called ma tante over a week ago.
I don’t know if it’s intentional on her part or not, but we’ve been even more distant than usual in the house. I still haven’t quite sorted out what the hell happened during that call. There were a few moments when I could swear we were thinking the same thing.
Namely, that we wanted to jump each other.
Which is insane.
Whoever she wants to jump, it’s definitely not me. She said as much during our conversation about past lovers: she doesn’t want friction, and if there’s one thing we have more than enough of, it’s friction.
It’s not like I’m crazy about her, either. She’s cute, sure, I’ll give her that. Beautiful, even. Apparently she’s extraordinarily photogenic too, but she’s Evangeline. She made a schedule for when I can turn the freaking lights off. I can only imagine what sort of charts and contracts would be involved in actually dating her.
“I would like to see it, though,” she adds. “Can I?”
“Oh.” I tap my hand on the camera bag. “Well, the thing is, showing people my photos before I edit them would be like an author giving you their book before they edit it, you know?”
“Hmm.” She tilts her head to the side and then nods. “So I can see it after you edit it?”
I give in and laugh at her tenacity. She grins for a moment before a trace of tension creeps into the conversation and we both go still. My heart has started racing again. She just looks so damn pretty in this light.
“Okay,” I say before I can stop myself. “After I edit it.”
She grins again. “Deal.”
I shift my bag around some more. “Are you going in the house?”
She chuckles. “No, Dane, I’m just going to keep walking right past our house for no reason.”
There’s the Evangeline I know.
I groan and start leading the way to the staircase. “You’re a smartass. Did you know that?”
“I guess there’s a smartass and a dumbass in every house,” she says in a haughty tone as she trots up the stairs behind me.
“Wow! Dumbass?” I pretend to be aghast while I pull the door open. “You don’t usually sink so low. You must have run out of smartass things to say.”
“I was playing to my audience.”
I almost give her the satisfaction of laughing.
Once we’re both in the entryway, I pull the door closed and stamp what’s left of the snow off my boots on the wide front mat. I reach to hang my coat on the antique wooden rack with a little owl carved onto the top. I’m too busy staring up at his little owl face to notice Evangeline going for the same spot on the rack as me.
Our knuckles knock together, and I turn my head to find her glaring at me. The glare drops and her eyes widen when she realizes how close we are.
My eyes go wide too, my lips parting when I hear her sharp inhale. She’s only half a step away. I could lean over and kiss her from here.
I could call her princess again. I don’t know what made me do that in the kitchen last week, but the same burning need to see her reaction is taking over now.
Before I can speak, she shakes her head like she’s trying to clear it and then steps back.
“Fine,” she says, trying to fume even though she’s a little breathless. “I’ll use this side.”
She fits her coat over the hook and then crosses her arms over her chest, watching me with her little pompom hat still on and her glasses slightly fogged.
She’s honestly so fucking adorable I can’t think straight.
“Evangeline...” I say, my coat still clutched in my hands.
I don’t go on. I don’t even know where I’m going with this. I just know I can’t seem to be close to her without wanting to kiss her, not after we’ve talked about imaginary kisses and close calls so many times. Not after I’ve felt her delicate little pinky hooked around mine.
“Yes?” she asks. I notice her chest starting to rise and fall faster and faster under her crossed arms.
“Evangeline,” I try again, “what...what exactly are we doing here?”
She blinks, and her lips tremble for a moment. “Wh-what do you mean?”
“Like...what’s going on with us? Because I know you don’t really like me, and I’ll be honest—living with you has not always exactly been...a peach, but...but for some reason, I can’t stop thinking about kissing you.”
Her gasp fills the silent entryway, and I stand frozen in place, my heart a jackhammer battering my ribs as I watch her watch me.
“I...I...” she stutters, her cheeks getting pinker and pinker. “I think that’s the problem.”
The word hits me square in the chest like a punch. “Problem?”
She bobs her head in a frantic nod. “It’s a problem because I can’t stop thinking about kissing you either.”
My thighs tense. My feet itch to close the gap between us.
“Oh yeah?”
“Yeah, and...and..” she stammers, her voice all breathy, “and that’s a problem because we don’t actually like each other, right?”
Her question sounds desperate, like she’s begging for confirmation instead of stating the obvious.
I don’t even know what’s obvious anymore.
I turn the question back on her. “Right?”
“R-right.” She nods a few more times, like saying it over again is going to ward off any other possibilities. “So...I think we should try not to be in the same room together anymore, not unless we have to.”
I freeze. “Huh?”
That is not where I thought this was going.
“Exactly,” she continues, forging on like I’ve just agreed with her. “We’re getting caught up in this plan and losing track of what’s important: keeping the house. It’s almost February. We only have until March to secure the lease renewal. We have to stay focused. We have to be smart. Right now, we are not being smart. Unless it’s to work on the plan or call Noelle, I think we should stay away from each other for a while.”
Part of me stings like she’s slapped me, but the rest of me sees her point. I don’t need another reason for people to accuse me of lacking focus. I don’t need my parents or Jonah or anyone else thinking I don’t take my future seriously. I don’t need anything else slowing down my path to the one thing I want.
I don’t need anything threatening our shot at keeping this house.
“Okay, I agree.” I clench my hands around the neck of my coat and nod, even though the words taste bitter in my mouth. “Let’s just stay out of each other’s way from now on.”



ELEVEN



EVANGELINE
I WATCH my mom set her fork down beside her plate and drum her fingers against the edge of her mimosa glass. I can hear the tinkle of her nails chiming in a staccato rhythm, but I’ve already tuned out what she’s saying.
Her stream of consciousness rant about my dad has taken up most of brunch.
She always gets like this when she’s in Montreal, frantic energy rolling off her in waves as she cranes her neck around like my dad just might pop out from behind a table in the downtown brunch place we’re eating at. Moving to Toronto last year seemed to help her with the whole ‘moving on’ thing, but when she’s back in Montreal on business trips, it’s like she mentally catapults eight years into the past and takes me along with her.
“Evangeline, did you hear me?”
I blink and lift my eyes from staring at where her fingers have gone still against the glass. I find her watching me with her eyes narrowed.
“Um...what?” I ask.
She frowns. “I asked you when the last time he called you was. I’m just curious. I want to make sure he’s checking in with his own daughter from time to time.”
I start toying with the remains of the final pancake on my plate, but I can’t bring myself to finish it. The raging appetite I worked up while we waited for our brunch disappeared as soon as she said the phrase ‘your father.’ She couldn’t even get through her little side plate of fruit salad without bringing him up.
“Mom, I just...” I trail off and stare around the narrow restaurant filled with families and couples enjoying their Sunday morning at tables decked out with white cloths.
This place is famous for its conservatory-style windows that curve up from the floor to form the ceiling, giving an impressive view of the towering skyscrapers of downtown Montreal. The sun is doing its best to prove we’ve made it out of the darkness of January, the weak rays glinting off the rows and rows of dark glass windows stretching up into the air.
I focus back on my mom. “Do we have to talk about this? Can’t we just, like, enjoy brunch and the fact that you’re here?”
She flew in early this morning and met me here direct from the airport. Her small blue suitcase is tucked in between her chair and the wall. She’ll be sleeping in the living room at the house until she leaves on Tuesday, but at this rate, she won’t be sleeping at all.
She’ll be knocking on my door and asking for ‘girl time’ that just turns into a bitching session about the divorce.
“I just want to make sure everything is okay,” she says, her eyes wide like I’ve shocked her. “I’m just looking out for you, Evangeline.”
I should rein it in, but the pressure and stress of the past few days in the house—namely, the pressure and stress of tiptoeing around Dane while still doing my best to make sure we end up with somewhere to live at the end of this crazy scheme—seems to have used up all my self-control.
I clench my hand around my fork and grumble, “You moved to Toronto, and I’m a legal adult now. It’s not really your place to check up on what kind of relationship me and the guy you got a divorce from a decade ago have now, so can we please just talk about something else?”
She gawks at me, some of the thin, ash blonde hair I inherited from her falling into her face as she tilts her head to the side. After a moment of blinking at me from behind her glasses, another inherited trait, she scoffs and reaches for her mimosa.
“Evangeline, I am your mother. It’s always going to be my job to check in.”
“Yeah, but you’re not really checking in on me, are you?”
She scowls from behind the rim of the glass. “What’s that supposed to mean?”
“It means...It means...”
It means the divorce broke something in you, and maybe something in me too.
I swallow the words down before they can escape and shake my head.
“Never mind. Just...can we please not talk about Dad for the rest of this brunch? Please?”
She takes another sip. “Fine.”
Sometimes I wonder what would happen if I somehow locked my parents in a room together until they finally put whatever pain is left between them in the ground. They certainly aren’t going to do that themselves—not even for me.
They didn’t for my sweet sixteen, or my high school graduation, or my first day of university. When I walk on stage to get my degree next year, I’m sure the day will be overshadowed by all their plans to avoid each other.
They trade off time slots like I’m a hot potato instead of a daughter who needs them both.
My mom and I spend the next five minutes finishing our meals in silence, but at least she keeps her word and doesn’t mention my dad again. By the time we’re ready to leave, things have cooled off a little. She thanks me for letting her stay with me once we’re out on the sidewalk and says she’ll treat us to an Uber ride home since she doesn’t want to bring her suitcase on the metro.
Once we’ve climbed into the back of the car five minutes later, I take the opportunity to pull my phone out and scroll through my notifications. I have a few schedule reminders about assignments and an extra shift at the vet tomorrow, as well as a text from Chloe asking how things are going with my mom.
She knows a thing or two about divorced parents, and I sag against the seat in relief knowing at least somebody is on my side with this.
I text her back a brief synopsis of brunch as we crawl up the pedestrian-packed streets of downtown towards the smaller buildings of the Plateau. My mom is engrossed in her phone now too, so I keep chatting with Chloe about the visit until she asks a question that makes my fingers pause on the screen.
And how are things with Dane?
There’s a little winky face at the end.
I stifle a groan and rest my forehead against the cool glass of the window beside me.
Chloe might be on my side with the divorce thing, but she is way too excited about the Dane thing.
The Dane Thing.
It’s taken on capital letters in my head and in some of Chloe’s texts too. Ever since The Coat Rack Incident—another capital letter event—Dane and I have both kept up our agreement to stay out of each other’s way.
We sent Noelle a selfie of the two of us pretending to make breakfast together last week, but that interaction lasted all of two minutes before we both retreated into solitude when the tension got too strong to ignore.
We’re like ghosts to each other now.
Just like a ghost, they seem to have more power at night. A spectre of them shimmers into view behind my eyelids whenever I’m trying to fall asleep, and their words play on repeat in my head like they’re haunting me.
I can’t stop thinking about kissing you.
They really said that to me, bold-faced and brave with no idea how things would turn out because that’s how Dane does things.
That is not how I do things, but for a moment as I stood there facing them in the entryway, getting swallowed up by those deep brown eyes, I wanted to tell all the consequences to fuck off. I wanted to run to them. I wanted to grab their hand and keep running and running and running to a place where the past couldn’t touch us and the future couldn’t find us.
“That’s your street, right?”
My mom’s voice makes me lift my head. She’s pointing out the windshield, to where the end of my street is just coming into view.
I nod. “Uh-huh. Almost there.”
The image of me and Dane fades as reality comes crashing back into the car. The truth is that the past is sitting right here beside me, and the future is always zooming towards me at full speed.
I know how a relationship between people like me and Dane plays out. I’ve seen it happen. Opposites might attract, but when they fly at each other with reckless abandon, they crash. They smash each other to bits in a head-on collision that leaves them bent and twisted for years.
The Uber driver lets us out at the bottom of the iron staircase leading up to the blue and white walk-up. My mom hauls her suitcase up the steps behind me after getting it out of the trunk.
“I forgot about these stairs,” she says in between some huffs for air. “Remember when we dragged all those bookcases up here for you? What a day that was! Of course it would have been easier if your father—”
She cuts herself off when I whip my head around with my key halfway turned in the lock and shoot her a look that screams ‘Seriously?’
“I’m just saying he could have come by the day before to help you with a few,” she says with a shrug.
He also could have come on the same day as her, and the two of them could have helped me together like functional adults.
I turn back around to hide my eye roll and let us into the house. I’ve only taken a single step inside before I realize something is different.
Someone is here.
Dane’s laughter bounces out of the kitchen, loud and full, and the sound feels like water trickling through my fingers as I strain to catch it. I didn’t realize how much I’ve missed the sound of their laugh. The house has been silent for a week.
The rest of the details filter in as I glance around the entryway. There’s a coat I don’t recognize on the rack. It looks like something you’d expect a druid to wear during a woodland ceremony, with a pointed hood and wide bell sleeves lined with faux fur. Someone’s boots are sitting abandoned on the mat. Dane laughs again before I hear the muffled exchange of a couple voices and catch the words ‘I think they’re home.’
My stomach is doing something weird, and as I listen to the sound of footsteps coming down the short hall from the kitchen, I realize I’m braced for Dane to walk in with some girl they’re working on wooing in our kitchen.
I realize the sharp twisting in my stomach is dread.
“Dane!” my mom calls out when Dane finally appears in the entryway. “I haven’t seen you in a while.”
They greet my mom and then shift their eyes to me. There’s something in their expression I can’t read.
It almost looks like an apology.
“So, um, I was going to text you. I thought you’d be home a little later,” they say as they shuffle their feet on the tiles. “I know this is kind of unexpected, but—”
They pause and turn when a second set of footsteps starts coming down the hall.
“Is that ma chère Evangeline?”
My jaw feels like it drops all the way to the floor as Tante Noelle walks out to stand beside Dane.
“There she is!”
I don’t have time to respond before she gallops towards me and folds me into her arms. A wave of patchouli fills my nose as it lands buried in Noelle’s brown and grey hair that’s halfway to escaping from a lopsided bun on top of her head. The bangles stacked on her wrist jingle as she squeezes me even tighter and starts to sway.
“You’re—you’re here,” I stammer.
“Yes! Yes! Isn’t it wonderful?” She pulls back enough to slide her hands down and grip my forearms while she beams at me.
I get my first good look at her face as it creases with laugh lines, her tanned skin making her green eyes look extra bright. She’s got an ornate clip with a golden dragonfly on it adorning her haphazard hair, and her outfit is one of her usual billowing ensembles, this one a pale minty green with gold embroidery.
Despite how confused I still am, I find myself beaming back at her. She squeezes my arms and shakes them a little, joy radiating out from her like a sunbeam.
Just like every other time I’ve stood in her presence, I have a brief moment of feeling like absolutely anything in the world is possible, like I could reach up and pull the sun itself from the sky or open a book and jump right into the pages.
“Noelle Bergeron. What a lovely surprise.”
I look over and see my mom grinning too, one of her hands still gripping her suitcase handle as she stands on the mat beside me. Tante Noelle gives me a final squeeze before letting me go and opening her arms to my mom.
“When did you get here, Tante Noelle?” I ask. “Weren’t you going back to Asia after Egypt? Is everything okay?”
“Everything is fine, chérie,” she assures me. “I am sorry for the unexpected arrival. I was at the airport getting ready to head to Bangkok, but while I was standing in line to check my bag, I got to talking with these very nice—and very handsome— backpackers from Montréal, of all things, and I thought to myself, ‘Noelle, you know a sign when you see one. Maybe it’s time to check in on Québec.’ So here I am!”
I chuckle along with the laugh that follows up her explanation.
“Sorry we don’t have any handsome young backpackers here to greet you,” Dane jokes.
“The two of you are stunning enough!” Noelle replies before glancing at my mom. “Excusez-moi. The three of you are stunning. Laurie, ma belle, Dane tells me you arrived this morning. You must want to get off your feet. Come, come.”
She ushers my mom out of her boots and coat and then grabs her suitcase to lead the way into the kitchen. Dane and I hover in the entryway and then turn to face each other as soon as they’re down the hall. All the joy of seeing Noelle fades as my brain starts going a mile a minute processing every single complication of her being here.
“What the hell?” I whisper, stepping closer to Dane so we won’t be overheard. “She’s here?”
“I know,” Dane whispers back. “My thoughts exactly.”
“How long is she staying? Did she come back because of your cousin? Has she talked to him? What’s happening with our lease?”
They give me a look. “It’s Tante Noelle. You think I’ve managed to get any concrete answers out of her yet?”
“Shit,” I hiss.
Dane’s mouth quirks in amusement, probably at hearing me swear, but my brain is pumping through possibilities so fast I don’t have time to think up a comeback.
“This is bad. She thinks we’re on the verge of getting together,” I say, “not living in completely different corners of the house and avoiding all interaction.”
Dane nods. “Uh-huh.”
“It’s not like we can just keep sending her cute pictures and acting flirty on video calls. If she stays for a while, we...we’re going to have to actually pretend to start dating each other. Like, for real. I mean, no, not for real real, but...shit. This just got way, way harder to pull off, and we’ve only got, like, four weeks until the renewal deadline.”
Dane opens their mouth to answer, but a shout from down the hall interrupts them.
“My darlings!” Noelle’s voice floats out toward us. “Are you going to come join us for tea?”
I look back at Dane with my eyes wide as panic starts to rise in my chest.
“What the hell do we do about this?” I whisper.
They shrug, and the corner of their mouth lifts. Their hand reaches out to squeeze my shoulder, and that simple touch is all it takes for my breath to whoosh out of me.
Strangely, the panic doesn’t get worse. As they stare into my eyes long enough for the rest of the room to go blurry, the wave of worry crests and falls, replaced with a feeble determination.
“We wing it,” they tell me.



TWELVE



DANE
IT WOULDN’T BE an evening with Tante Noelle if she didn’t pull out a bottle of mystery liquor from some far-flung corner of the world. She’s more of a collector than a drinker, but on special occasions, she’ll crack open one of her bottles from the teak cabinet in the living room and regale her audience with the story of whatever monastery or forest hut it came from before making everyone fear for their eyesight when she starts pouring it out.
Whatever she has us drinking tonight is strong but sweet—so sweet she insisted on boiling a big pot of hot chocolate and giving us all mugs laced with a shot.
She and I are sitting on embroidered cushions on the living room floor while Evangeline and her mom, Laurie, face us on the couch.
The coffee table is filled with our mugs and coasters, and even though it feels like we just sat down with the sunset sinking outside while Tante Noelle got started on her latest round of travel stories, we’re almost sitting in complete darkness now.
“Should I turn some lights on?” I ask the next time Tante Noelle pauses for breath.
She looks around the living room and chuckles. “Mon dieu, have I been talking that long? You all must be sick of me. Oui, put some lights on, Dane, and then please take over the conversation.”
We all laugh and assure her she’s not boring us at all while I busy myself with switching on the big floor lamp next to the couch and a table lamp on top of a cabinet across the room. The muted glow makes everything look soft, from the flowers on the Turkish carpet to the sheen of Evangeline’s hair as she twists a lock around her finger and keeps laughing at Noelle.
It’s the most relaxed I’ve seen Evangeline all day. She was a bit of a nervous wreck when ma tante first showed up, but when our whole plan didn’t come crashing down before our eyes in a matter of minutes, she loosened up. She starts to answer Noelle’s question about how her internship at the vet is going, but her eyes drift up to glance at me, and I hear her voice falter for a beat.
My heart pounds in my ears as I take my spot back on my cushion. I catch Tante Noelle looking back and forth between the two of us with a smirk tugging at the corner of her mouth, and I wait for the rush of satisfaction at seeing our attempt at fake flirting already working so well.
The rush doesn’t come. Instead, my head starts swimming like I’ve already had too much of the ‘special’ hot chocolate. I’d start questioning the mystery drink if I weren’t already sure the alcohol isn’t the problem.
The problem is how real that little exchange felt. It’s like a week of keeping away from each other hasn’t done a damn thing. We could be right back beside the coat rack, staring each other down after I told her I wanted to kiss her.
Or at least, I could be. I have no idea where she’s at. That little glance and stumble over her words could have been totally calculated, and I should want to applaud her for that.
“So then,” she says, winding down to the conclusion of an anecdote about a puppy, “they got all the Lego out before it caused serious damage, and he recovered just fine.”
Ma tante applauds. “You are true heroes at that place. You’re going to make a wonderful vet someday, Evangeline.”
Her cheeks flush, and she beams at Tante Noelle. “Merci.”
She’s extra cute when she speaks French, and her gaze shifts to meet mine like she knows it. Her eyelashes flutter as she glances down at her mug in her hands and takes a sip before looking at me again.
I don’t know if this girl is playing or not, but if she wants a game, I’ll give it to her. Like I told her earlier today, we’re winging it now, and I’ve got way more experience in the winging it department than Evangeline.
Plus, messing with her might also distract me from how much I still want to kiss her.
“So where’s everyone sleeping tonight?” I ask, my voice loud and clear as it fills a lull in the conversation. I set my mug on its coaster and look straight at Evangeline. “We could share my room, if you want.”
The thrill of satisfaction that hits when I see her eyes flare wide is so worth the way they narrow with irritation a second later.
“Dane, how kind of you,” Tante Noelle says, reaching over from her cushion to grip my shoulder for a moment. I can hear the glee edging her words. “I’ll put the air mattress in the library, and our guest can have Evangeline’s room while you two snuggle up in yours.”
I almost blow my cover and burst out laughing. Evangeline does not look like someone who wants to snuggle up to me anytime soon. I can practically feel her trying to telepathically scream that this was ‘not in the plan.’ Her cheeks are turning their signature pink as she presses her lips together and bounces her gaze between me and Noelle.
“Oh, Noelle, no.” Laurie sets her mug down on the table while shaking her head. “Put me on the air mattress. This is your house, and—”
“Exactement,” Noelle cuts her off. “This is my house, and you are my guest, which is why I must insist you sleep on a mattress filled with more than air tonight. Let me tell you a little something I learned about hospitality from a lovely innkeeper in Switzerland...”
She launches into a story involving a blizzard and some kind of ski accident, but I don’t pay much attention. Evangeline is directing a series of blinks and nods at me that I think is supposed to be a form of sign language. I raise an eyebrow to indicate I have no idea what she means, and she rolls her eyes before giving a sharp jerk of her chin towards the kitchen.
“Should we clear these mugs up?” she asks, getting to her feet.
“You done with that, ma tante?” I pick up my empty mug and point at Tante Noelle’s as I stand up.
She glances at the few sips of hot chocolate remaining before throwing the contents of the mug back in a single swig. Laurie whoops.
I think Laurie may be feeling the mystery liquor a little more than the rest of us. Her face is a touch red, and despite knocking her glasses slightly askew five minutes ago, she hasn’t reached up to fix them.
“Go Noelle!” she says while Evangeline cringes beside her.
“You look done too, Mom. I’ll help Dane take these to the kitchen.”
With the collection of mugs in hand, Evangeline and I head out of the living room. I set my load down in the sink and step aside so she can do the same. She hasn’t said anything yet, but as soon as her hands are free, she grabs my arm and tugs me over to the only corner of the kitchen that’s completely hidden from the living room. We’re left with just a couple of inches between us as we squish up against the counter.
The only light on is the one above the stove, and it casts us in shadow as we face off with each other.
She’s still shooting daggers at me, but I can’t resist the urge to lean in a little closer and murmur, “It’s a little early to go to bed, Evangeline, but if you really can’t wait to be alone with me, you can just ask.”
“Dane,” she hisses, glancing past my shoulder to the side of the kitchen that opens onto the living room.
I shrug. “Aren’t we supposed to be making them think we want to sleep together?”
“We want to make your aunt think that. I don’t want to make my mom think that too. Why the hell did you suggest we share a room? You should have asked me first! We could have made a plan.”
I really should know better than to chuckle, but I do it anyway. My laughter earns me a glare that could freeze the very depths of hell itself.
“We’re winging it,” I say before she can scold me. “This is how improvisation works. You have to admit it really helps our cause for Noelle to know we’re sharing a bed for the next few nights.”
“We’re sharing a room. I did not say we’re sharing a bed.”
I tilt my head. “Are you gonna pull a spare air mattress out of one of your Marie Kondo-ified cupboards, or are you going to create some kind of pillow nest on the floor?”
She glowers. “I’ll figure it out.”
“As the lady wishes.” I make the closest thing to a bow that I can with us standing so close. Some of my hair slips into my eyes, and I watch her follow the movement of my hand as I brush the strands aside.
We’re so close I can hear her breathing hard, probably from the effort of trying to zap me out of existence with her mind. Each inhale strains her small chest against the thin fabric of her baby blue t-shirt.
I steal a glance at her tits as she looks over at the kitchen entryway again. I’ve always had a thing for small tits—the kind that fit perfectly in my mouth and look extra good under a borrowed t-shirt of mine with no bra underneath.
For a second, I can see it so clearly: Evangeline next to me in bed, still asleep as the first light of morning filters through my curtains, with the sheets tangled around her waist and her nipples peaking through the fabric of one of my shirts.
My throat goes dry.
“Dane.”
I look back up and find Evangeline gawking at me.
“Do I really need to remind you that my eyes are up here?”
I blink. “Uh...”
I can’t stop imagining what she’d look like if I pulled her shirt up, what sounds she’d make if I started kissing my way up her stomach to her chest.
“God, Dane, it’s almost like you want me in your bed tonight.” Her tone turns haughty, and it just turns me on even more.
“It’s almost like you enjoy believing that,” I counter.
“I’m just telling the truth. It looks like you better hope I sleep on the floor, because it’s going to be a long, long night for you beside me. Did you think of that when you decided to ‘wing it’?”
She says the last part with some sassy little air quotes, and I can’t tell if it’s hot, cute, or annoying to see her so suddenly smug.
It might be a mix of all three.
“You know what, Evangeline?” I lean in even closer, so close she has to tilt her head back to keep her eyes locked on mine. “I don’t think you’ll sleep at all next to me. I think you’ll be too busy thinking about kissing me.”
I can hear every breath she takes. I can almost taste her.
When she speaks, it’s in a hoarse whisper.
“You said you wanted to kiss me first. Don’t forget that.”
“I haven’t,” I whisper back.
If I moved at all, we’d be chest to chest. Her lips are just inches away.
Her eyelids flutter, and I’m about to throw away my last few fucks and lean in to capture her mouth when a particularly loud exclamation from the living room makes us both freeze and then glance back towards it.
“You know what, Noelle?” Laurie all but shouts. “Screw soul mates! That’s what I have to say about them. Screw that!”
I start to laugh, but Evangeline steps away from me with a mix of pain and exhaustion on her face that makes the sound die in my throat.
“Fucking hell,” she mutters. “You’d think she could give it a rest.”
Before I can ask what’s going on, Evangeline starts trudging out to the living room. I stay frozen where I am and hear her saying, “Mom, come on,” before the conversation gets more muted.
In the dim, silent kitchen, I realize how fast my breathing has gotten and how loud my heart is thundering in my ears.
I really was about to kiss her. She might have a point about not sleeping tonight.
By the time I get my wits back and return to the living room, Tante Noelle is in the middle of some sort of philosophical soliloquy.
“That’s what I say to most people’s understanding of soul mates too,” she says as I reclaim my floor cushion. “I say, screw that! Well, usually I say it in French with a much stronger word, but still, Laurie, I see where you are coming from.”
She chuckles to herself, and I look over at the couch to see Evangeline with her arms wrapped tight around her stomach, her eyes on her mom like she’s bracing for another outburst.
“I believe there are many different ways for a soul mate to manifest in our lives,” Noelle continues. “Sometimes they are a lover. Sometimes they are a friend. Sometimes they even first appear as an enemy. Sometimes they can move through all three of those relationships at different times in our lives. I actually believe we all have many soul mates out there in the world, and that we may not find all of them in this current life.”
Laurie scoffs, and Evangeline cringes again.
“Pardon me, Noelle,” Laurie says as she finally reaches up to fix her crooked glasses, “but many soul mates? Doesn’t that sort of defeat the purpose?”
“Ah, the purpose.” Noelle tilts her head back and closes her eyes for a moment as her face stretches into a smile that can only be described as monk-like. “Who can say what the purpose is? All I know for sure is there are some souls who find a home with other souls—sometimes for years, sometimes for life, sometimes for not very long at all. I believe a soul mate is someone who makes you more you just by being themselves. I think some souls just burn brighter when they’re together, and I have to say, I think I’m pretty good at recognizing that when I see it.”
I shift a little on my cushion as I let her words sink in. Hearing Tante Noelle speak always calms me down, no matter what’s going on in my life. It’s like she can take a huge knot that’s been twisting and tightening for years, tug on a few strings, and hand over a perfectly coiled rope to whoever needs it.
She looks over at me and winks, and I feel like I’m back in the car with her when I was a kid, letting the awful days at school wash right off me as we drove off on an adventure.
“Wait.” Evangeline is hunched forward on the couch, her arms still wrapped around her stomach as she squints at Noelle. “So you don’t think people only have one soul mate? And you don’t think soul mates need to stay together forever? I thought that was...I mean, I thought that was the whole reason you try to get people together: because they all have this one soul mate they need to find and stay with to be happy.”
She’s gawking like Tante Noelle has just announced the laws of gravity no longer apply. I’ve heard the ‘soul mates spiel’ before, but as I watch Evangeline stare like the rug has been pulled out from under her feet, I realize she may never have heard Noelle’s particular take on the concept.
It doesn’t change much; Noelle still believes my and Evangeline’s souls are destined for each other in a way they’re definitely not, and we’ve still got to convince her they are if we want to stay in this house. I can’t figure out why Evangeline seems to be teetering on some sort of emotional cliff as she sits hunched on the edge of her couch cushion.
Noelle nods a few times and taps on her chin before she answers. “You know, ma belle, when I was younger, that is how I thought about it. Now I understand that no part of being human is so simple. I do believe there are some people who are destined for one great love for their whole life, but I do not think that’s everyone. I just know what it looks like when those soul mate puzzle pieces click into place, and I think I can help people find it.”
Laurie’s been quiet for so long I jump a little when she lets out another scoff.
“I thought my ex-husband was my soul mate. It sure felt like we were puzzle pieces or something like that. We were total opposites who completed each other and all the other garbage like that, but look how it turned out.” She pauses to laugh, the sound strained and bitter. “Thousands and thousands in legal fees. That’s what I got out of that marriage. I know you believe in this stuff, Noelle, but I wish I could go back in time and tell myself not to.”
A moment of silence falls. I look back and forth between ma tante and Laurie, and I start to understand some of Evangeline’s shock over Noelle’s definition of soul mates.
I’d have a hard time believing it’s okay for things not to work out if I’d seen firsthand just how bad the ‘not working out’ part can get.
“Phew,” Laurie says with a sigh, breaking the tense silence. “Sorry, everyone. I don’t know what’s gotten into me. It’s been a long day, and being back in Montreal...Well, let’s just say I might not have needed the spiked hot chocolate.”
Tante Noelle waves her apology off. “Voyons, ma belle, no apology needed. I don’t even know how I am still awake after my flight. Do we all agree it’s time for bed?”
There’s a round of general agreement before we disperse to set up for the night. I can tell Evangeline is still upset from the way she keeps her arms wrapped around herself as she heads out of the living room, her jaw set in a tight line. She avoids my attempt to catch her eye, which I guess is best for both of us, since I’m not sure what I’d do even if she would look at me.
I help ma tante get the air mattress set up in the library while Evangeline transfers whatever she needs out of her room to mine. I have no idea what Jelly Bean will do tonight; I saw him toeing the line of my doorway like it was the threshold to hell when I went out to grab some spare blankets from the hall cupboard.
“Quelle magnifique collection!” Tante Noelle exclaims over the whine of the plug-in pump I’m holding as it fills the mattress. She’s facing one of Evangeline’s many bookcases, her head cocked to the side to read the titles better. “I will have to ask if I can borrow some during my stay.”
“Do you know how long you’re staying?”
She turns around and cups a hand around her ear.
“How long are you staying?” I shout over the pump.
“Oh!” She comes close enough that we don’t have to have a screaming match. “As long as I am needed, I think. Something tells me I have work to do here. I must check in with ton cousin soon, see how things are going with his girlfriend.”
My pulse flares in alarm, and I let the whirring pump distract me for a couple minutes while Noelle goes back to perusing the bookshelves. After pressing my palm onto the mattress to test its firmness, I switch the pump off and fit the valve back into place.
“Et voilà, ma tante!”
She claps her hands and comes over to hug me once I get to my feet. “Merci, my darling. I know I showed up without warning, and you have been so sweet about it—you and Evangeline. I hope it’s not too much trouble to have her in your room.”
I might be imagining it, but I hear a sly note in her last sentence as she steps out of the hug.
“Ah, you know me and Evangeline,” I say with a shrug. “There’s always a little trouble where we’re involved.”
She grins and wags her eyebrows. “I’m counting on it.”
Before I can get another word out, she makes a zipper motion over her mouth and starts shuffling me out the door.
“I can finish from here, my darling. Bonsoir.”
I laugh and shake my head. “Bonsoir, ma tante. I’m glad you’re here.”
She blows me a kiss. “Moi aussi.”
I’m still chuckling to myself when I make my way into my room. The table lamp I keep on the floor next to my shipping pallet bed is the only light on inside, and it takes me a moment to spot Evangeline standing with her back to me as she leans against my window frame to stare down at the dark street.
Something about the tense line of her shoulders makes me pause before taking a few soft steps toward her, like she’s a deer I might startle away.
“Hey,” I say when she doesn’t turn around.
“Hey,” she murmurs.
I move a little closer. “You, uh, okay?”
She’s silent for a few seconds, and then I hear her sniff. “Not really.”
I feel like there’s a fist squeezing around my heart when I see her hand tremble where it’s clutching the windowsill.
“Do you want to, uh...talk?”
I sound like an idiot. I don’t know what the right move is here. I should probably just give her some space, but my feet stay planted where they are.
She sniffs again. “Not really.”
“Do you want a hug?” I blurt before I can stop myself.
She goes so still I consider creeping away in shame to leave the offer unanswered, but just before I do, she turns around with her eyes glued to the floor and stretches her arms out towards me.
I step into her grasp, her arms wrapping around my neck as mine circle her waist. I press my hands to her back and feel her weight sag against me. She’s not crying, but her breath is coming in shaky gasps where her head is tucked against my shoulder.
I start stroking one of my hands along her spine, searching for what to say before realizing maybe I don’t have to say anything at all.
As we stand there in my shadowy room with the old house creaking and sighing around us, something Tante Noelle said in the living room floats back into my brain:
All I know for sure is there are some souls who find a home with other souls.
I don’t know what I believe about soul mates or even souls in general, but I know for damn sure Evangeline and I have both found a home in this house.



THIRTEEN



EVANGELINE
I SIT on the edge of Dane’s bed, digging my toes into the ornate maroon and forest green rug that looks like it must be one of Tante Noelle’s treasures from afar. The bedroom door is open, and every now and then, I catch the sound of Dane shuffling around in the bathroom down the hall.
I let a long, heavy breath out and rub my hands up and down my arms. The pitter-patter of paws makes me turn to watch Jelly Bean come slinking into the dim room. He pauses and lifts his nose to sniff the air, his tail twitching.
I chuckle. “Come on, boy. Dane isn’t going to hurt you.”
I don’t think Jelly Bean actually fears Dane; it’s more of an aloof disgust, but he accepts my reassurance and comes trotting over to climb onto the mattress beside me. I stroke his silky, white and reddish fur while his blue eyes blink up at me.
“What a day, huh?”
My mom and I went back downtown to spend the rest of the afternoon window shopping, and we had so much fun going from one fancy store to the next I started to think she might be done ranting about my dad for the day, but her little episode down in the living room proved the peace was only temporary.
I have two more days of her trip to get through, but they seem to stretch out in front of me like two whole months. I never quite remember how bad she gets when she’s in Montreal until she’s here. She keeps her comments about my dad limited to snarky asides when she’s in Toronto, but it’s like she turns into a completely different person in Montreal.
It’s irritating. It’s embarrassing. If I’m honest with myself, I can even admit it’s terrifying.
Being in the wrong relationship did that to her. I don’t even think my dad is a bad person; he was harsh with the divorce arrangements, but she played a role in dragging them out too, and that just makes the whole thing even scarier. There was no bad guy, even though both of them did their best to convince me otherwise. There was no finger to point in one direction.
They just weren’t right for each other. He never had a plan, and she was never caught without one. They were too different, and trying to make it work warped them into some twisted mess that cracked and crumbled the foundations of all our lives.
And now she wishes she never met him.
Even though she wouldn’t have me without him.
When she announced all she got from her marriage was thousands in legal fees, I waited for her to remember she also got a daughter. I wanted for her to turn to me on the couch, wrap her arms around me, and rush to apologize for saying anything that led her to me could be a mistake.
But she didn’t.
Jelly Bean butts his head against my hand, and I realize I’ve stopped petting him. I give him a few scratches behind his ears as I gaze around Dane’s room, looking for anything that might distract me from my thoughts.
I’ve never been in here before, not properly. I’ve stepped inside to remind them about putting the garbage out or to get their input—or lack thereof—on new roommate agreements, but I’ve never sat down and really looked at the place.
It’s too dark for me to make out most of the art they’ve put up, but the walls have so much hung on them I can barely see the eggplant-coloured paint underneath. Many of the prints tacked to the walls are photos. Some are neat rectangles, and others have ragged edges like they’ve been torn out of magazines.
I wonder if any of the photos are Dane’s.
They don’t have any furniture besides the pallets under their mattress, a bulky old dresser, and a little IKEA desk with a wonky office chair tucked in front of it. They don’t even have a bedside table; their lamp is sitting right on the carpet with a few books and half-empty water glasses piled around it.
Jelly Bean meows in protest when I abandon him to sprawl out on the bed and get a closer look at the books. They’re all about photography. I reach out to run my finger along the spine of a book called Nudes: An Intimate Collection of Self-Portraiture.
A flicker of heat pulses low in my stomach as I wonder if Dane has ever taken pictures of themself.
Naked.
Maybe on this bed.
My thighs twitch.
“No, no, no,” I chant as I flip over and sit back up. I rise all the way to my feet and start gathering up the pile of things I brought to Dane’s room, extracting what I’ll need for my own turn in the bathroom in an attempt to keep myself distracted.
This whole evening has been way too confusing. I’ve gone from Dane comforting me to Dane pissing me off to Dane turning me on to Dane comforting me again, and now apparently I’m slipping back into being turned on again.
This ‘winging it’ thing might work for them, but it is not my style. I unlock my phone and set an alarm for a quarter to seven. That will give me and Dane time to come up with some guidelines for a new plan before I leave for school.
Noelle’s arrival could make things harder for us, but if we play our cards right, it just might make things easier. We have to be smart about it. We have to plan.
I set my phone and my latest read, a sapphic urban fantasy about two demi-gods, down on the floor on the other side of the bed. I fold my pajamas over my arm and tap my foot against the floor while I wait for the bathroom.
For someone who seems to have that effortless ‘I’m sexy but I don’t have to try’ look, Dane sure is taking a long time. My tapping turns into pacing around the room.
On one of my rounds, I notice one of their dresser drawers hasn’t been closed all the way. I really shouldn’t touch it—it’s their room, and I wouldn’t want them fidgeting with my stuff—but I can’t stop myself from bending over to shift the drawer into the place.
Instead of closing it, I end up pulling it all the way out when I realize there aren’t clothes inside. The whole thing is arranged with a neat set of dividers that catch my organizational eye, and I realize every section is filled with a different piece of camera gear. I recognize some of them as lenses, but most are a total mystery to me. What strikes me most is the care and attention to detail that’s gone into arranging them like this.
If I’m being honest, the rest of Dane’s room is kind of a dump, but this drawer is making even me gaze in awe at how perfectly sorted and packaged everything is. This is the work of someone responsible, someone who takes their time, someone who sees things through.
If I’m really being honest, that isn’t how I usually think of Dane.
I throw a guilty look over my shoulder and tell Jelly Bean to hush when I see him blinking at me as I reach for another drawer’s handle. This one has a set of dividers too, with longer sections filled with different sets of cords and charging cables all neatly wound up and secured with rubber bands.
“Damn, Dane,” I mutter as I take in the organizational masterpiece like I’m marvelling at an exhibit in the Louvre.
“Caught red-handed.”
The bottom of my stomach drops at the sound of their voice, and I whirl around to find them leaning against the doorframe. I didn’t even hear them leave the bathroom.
“The snooper strikes,” they say while I struggle to come up with an explanation.
Jelly Bean jumps to his feet and shoots out of the room. My gaze follows him and then drifts back up to Dane’s face as I stand frozen in place. It takes me a few seconds to realize they’re only pretending to glare at me. The corner of their mouth twitches, and they break out into a grin.
“I scared the shit out of you, didn’t I?”
“I-I-I wasn’t snooping,” I stutter, my heart still racing as I fumble to get the drawers closed. “I mean, not on purpose.”
“Ah, the good old accidental snooping.” They take a few steps into the room and then drop down into a seat on their bed. “See anything interesting while you were accidentally pulling all my drawers open?”
“They were open.” I brace one hand on top of the dresser as I face them. “I was going to close them for you, but then I saw those little dividers, and—”
Their laughter cuts me off, and I watch them lean back to brace their hands behind them as their shoulders shake. They’re wearing an oversized t-shirt that has the name of a band I don’t recognize spelt out on the front and a faded pair of plaid pajama shorts on underneath. My gaze drops to their pale, bare legs as they keep laughing.
They have nice legs.
They have nice everything.
I can smell a faint trace of eucalyptus, like they’ve put on lotion or something, and I fight the urge to walk over and sniff them.
“Of course you couldn’t resist drawer dividers.” They cackle and lean back farther on the bed. They’re in the perfect position for me to climb into their lap, and it’s so distracting I almost miss the fact that they’re mocking me.
I press my hand harder against the dresser, using the firm surface to ground me. “I was just shocked to see them in your room is all.”
“Surprise, surprise. I’m not a total slob.” Their laughter fades, and they stare down at their kneecaps with their face pinched in an expression that looks a lot like embarrassment.
“I didn’t say you were a slob, Dane.”
The words don’t really matter; that’s exactly what I’ve implied countless times over the years we’ve lived together. That’s always what I’ve expected from them.
They shrug and force a fake grin on their face, but it only lasts a second. “I get it. I mean, look at this place. I’d say a slob lived here if it weren’t my room. It’s just...if I really put work into it and make it look nice, it’s just going to be harder to leave, and I don’t need anything making it even harder to leave.”
The pang in my chest hits like a surprise gunshot, and I almost sag against the dresser from the force of the shock.
I know they’re leaving. I’ve always known they’re leaving, even if they never seem to get closer to actually doing it. Hearing that they want to get out of Montreal as fast as possible shouldn’t hurt me.
“Plus, my whole family except for ma tante is always calling me a slob or a deadbeat, and I...I guess I’m always hearing that in my head when I think about cleaning up.”
They spread one of their hands and gesture at the clutter of the room. They don’t seem to have noticed me reeling, so I take the deepest breath I can without seeming suspicious and search for something normal to say.
“Anyway, it’s stupid,” they mutter. “I shouldn’t have—”
“It’s not stupid, Dane.”
I don’t realize I’ve spoken until I see them blinking at me, their head tilted to the side like they’re waiting for more.
I clear my throat and speak in a soft voice. “It’s not stupid. It makes a lot of sense. You’ve met my mom. You can clearly see where my love of organization came from. I got rewarded for that as a kid, so now...now it feels like part of me. I think there’s part of us that can’t help wanting to be whatever our parents tell us we are, good or bad.”
“Huh.” They nod a few times and then smack their lips together. “Do you feel like we’re having a philosophical discussion about nature versus nurture, or is that just me?”
I chuckle. “I feel like it’s way too late for a philosophical discussion. I still need to get ready for bed.”
“Right, right. Go do your thing.”
They wave me off, and I head down the hall to the bathroom. As soon as I’ve closed the door, I whip my glasses off, lunge for the sink, and turn the faucet on full blast to splash my face with icy water.
Once I’ve soaked my cheeks, neck, and some of my hair by accident, I straighten up and stare at myself in the mirror.
“Get a grip,” I mutter.
I start running through my schedule for tomorrow as I change out of my clothes. I’ll need to add the early morning scheming session with Dane to my planner and adjust for any dinner arrangements Noelle might come up with. I make a mental note to do that before I go to sleep, but I pause in the middle of pumping face cleanser onto my fingers and look at myself in the mirror again.
“What the hell?” I ask my reflection.
I already set my alarm. I know I’m doing a planning session with Dane—even if I haven’t filled them in on that yet—but I’m still itching to put it in my planner, like the intention will somehow slip away if I don’t pin it down with a pen.
If I write things down, they can’t change, and if they can’t change, they can’t go wrong.
I glance over at the bathroom door when I hear someone coming up the stairs. The footsteps pad down the hall to my room before my door creaks as it swings shut. My mom must have gone down to get a water glass from the kitchen. My thoughts drift back to her outburst in the living room as I start massaging the cleanser into my skin.
She made a plan with my dad. That’s exactly what marriage is: a plan on paper, spelt out with clear directions and conditions.
That didn’t stop it from going wrong.
I set the sink as cold as it will go and rinse the foam off my face, letting the mess of my thoughts trickle down the drain along with it.



FOURTEEN



EVANGELINE
I HURRY through the rest of my bedtime routine and then gather my clothes into my arms before creeping back down the hall to Dane’s room. They’re tucked under the blankets on one side of the bed, propped up by a couple pillows as they read a book in the dim glow from the lamp on the floor beside them.
They don’t look away from the book when I walk in and shut the door. I’m about to ask what they’re reading, but as I walk over to my side of the bed, I get a better look at the cover and stop in my tracks.
They’re reading my book.
“Dane.” I shuffle around the clothes I’m holding so I can cross my arms. “Seriously?”
They finally look up, blinking at me a few times before I see their eyes flick down to take in the sight of my pajamas.
The fluffy white pants have little red hearts printed on them, and I’ve paired them with an old t-shirt from a ‘Young Scientists’ retreat I went to in high school. My cheeks heat, and for a moment, I wish I’d put some more thought into what I grabbed out of my room earlier.
“Seriously what?” they ask.
I nod at the book in their hands. “Seriously mine.”
They drum their fingers against the cover and smirk. “This is your snooping fee.”
“I told you I wasn’t snooping.”
I bend to set my clothes down in a neat pile next to my water glass, phone, and planner. When I straighten up, I shift my weight from foot to foot for a few seconds before I realize I’m stalling.
I’m really about to get into bed with Dane Marner, and it’s sort of making my limbs go numb.
“Well, I am snooping,” Dane says with a grin. “You can’t expect to bring this sort of media into my room and expect me not to snoop. It’s gay! How could I resist?”
They lift the book up to shove the cover closer to me, and I scan the illustration of two women dressed in black leather and combat boots where they perch on the edge of a rooftop overlooking a nighttime city view. They both have feathery black wings sprouting from their backs.
“So they’re, like, gay angels?” Dane asks. “I haven’t really figured that part out yet. I’ve been skipping ahead to the sexy bits.”
I wince at the sacrilegious act of ‘skipping ahead’ and lower myself to sit on the mattress, braced for the next opportunity to snatch the book away from them.
“Actually, they’re gay demi-gods,” I answer, “but gay angel books are a thing too.”
“That makes more sense, because these two are not very angelic.” They wag their eyebrows and lean away from me like they know I’m trying to get the book back.
“Come on. Stop making fun of it. It’s late, and I have classes tomorrow.”
They shake their head. “Oh, I’m not making fun of it. This book is way hotter than I expected. I mean, there’s no Prince Fairynor in this one, but it still holds its own.”
I don’t know whether to laugh or scream.
“It’s Prince Feynor. Now can you please give the book back?” I hold out my hand like I’m commanding a toddler.
They just lean even farther away, dropping their gaze back down to the page they have open. “Wait, wait, wait. I just want to finish this sex scene.”
I shift a few inches across the bed, but they’re still too far for me to grab the book. “Come on, Dane.”
“Oh, sorry,” they say, straining to hold back a laugh as they glance at me. “Did you want to read the sex scene too? I could read it out loud for you. Let’s see, chapter thirteen—”
“Dane!” I groan before lunging closer and leaving them with no choice but to roll the top half of their body off the bed to escape me.
We’re practically spooning now, but I ignore the thrill that shoots through me when our legs lock together and focus on grabbing the book.
“Raela was sure she’d never seen anything as beautiful in her life,” Dane reads, doing their best attempt at a sensual narration voice even though they’re still squirming away from me and letting out a giggle every few words. “Not in heaven, hell, or any of the realms between. Vayanna lay stretched out naked before her, legs spread and a smile that promised sin and salvation all at once curving her lips while the moonlight turned her pale skin to a shimmering opal...Okay, we get it, she’s hot. When are they gonna bang?”
I drop my head onto Dane’s pillow, my arm draped over their waist as I give up on pawing at the book and let myself laugh instead. I don’t know if I’m amused or just exasperated.
“Okay, here we go. Here’s some action.” They tap the page and clear their throat. “Vayanna screamed, her hands tangling in Raela’s hair as her hips jerked on the mattress. Raela stroked harder and faster with her tongue before trailing the tip lower and then plunging deep inside Vayanna’s entrance—wait, entrance? They call it an entrance? What is she, a house? Why can’t they just call it a pussy?”
I realize I’ve let my eyes drop closed, and they fly open when Dane stops reading. My throat has gone dry, and my thighs are squeezing together so hard I’m surprised Dane can’t feel my muscles clenching.
Maybe they can.
We’re almost totally pressed together now, except for their torso, which is flopped over the side of the bed. They shift a little closer, jostling my arm where it’s still draped over top of them with my fingers stretching towards the book in vain. For a moment, their butt rocks back against my hips, and I forget how to breathe.
“Anyway, moving on.” I don’t know how their voice sounds so even. I open my mouth to complain again, but I can’t even get a sound out as they continue reading. “Plunging deep inside Vayanna’s entrance to taste her...oh god, to taste her sweet nectar. Wow, I can’t believe I just said that.”
I can’t believe it either. I can’t believe any of this is happening. I should move. I should roll away and insist we go to sleep, but I don’t.
Dane’s voice drops a little lower as they keep reading. “Nothing she’d ever tasted in heaven compared to Vayanna. After a lifetime among mortals, she’d thought the bounty of the upper realms was sweet, but kneeling in the dim apartment with her head bowed between those pearly white thighs, she realized she’d never known paradise until that very moment.”
They’re not giggling anymore. Their words have gotten breathy, the sentences coming out fast and a little shaky as they go on.
“As Vayanna screamed again and pulled her closer, closer, always closer, Raela understood why some mortals foreswore all earthly pleasure for even a hope at receiving the bliss a god could provide. That’s what it was: bliss, and she would not stop until she’d taken all Vayanna had to give. She released one of Vayanna’s thighs and replaced her tongue with two of her fingers, plunging them deep inside—”
A soft sound escapes from the back of my throat, and Dane pauses mid-sentence. I feel their body stiffen, and I squeeze my eyes shut like I can will away the past two seconds, but it’s no use. There’s no way they didn’t hear me.
I’m as frozen as they are, caught between what I want to do and what I should do. The only part of me that hasn’t gone still is my heart, which feels like it’s trying to beat its way out of my chest.
Then, without a word, they wriggle their upper body back onto the bed. I shift back just enough to let them share their pillow with me. My arm curls around their waist. The scent of eucalyptus is even stronger now, mixing with their skin. We are well and truly spooning, curled up together with only the distraction of some demi-gods engaging in cunnilingus to keep us from admitting what’s going on here.
They clear their throat and start reading again, their voice edged with a rasp that makes me start squeezing my thighs together again. “Vayanna gasped her name, and Raela took the invitation to begin thrusting harder. A low moan that seemed to come from Vayanna’s very core filled the room, and Raela couldn’t help grinning before doubling her efforts with her tongue. She would make her beg before the end. Raela would show Vayanna the full extent of her power tonight. She would not hold back. If this was to be their last night together, she would fuck her way to the very depths of Vayanna’s heart. She would tear a piece out with her bare hands and carry it with her for all eternity. She would not be forsaken.”
I jerk on the mattress when they close the book with a soft thud. I can hear them breathing—feel them breathing in the silence that follows. My own breath lifts the short locks of dark hair brushing the back of their neck.
“That was the end of the sexy part,” they say, their voice hoarse. “You can have your book back now.”
“Thanks.” The word comes out as a squeak.
Neither of us moves.
“I honestly think I might want to borrow this when you’re done,” they say. “Now I really need to know what happens.”
Their back presses against my chest each time they breathe in, and I wonder if they’ve noticed I’m not wearing a bra.
“Pervert,” I manage to tease, only sounding a little wheezy this time.
“I was talking about the story. I need to know why she thinks it’s their last night together when there’s still more than half the book left.”
They lift the book up to indicate just how many pages remain, and the movement makes them press against my hips again. I have to bite my tongue to keep from making another embarrassing noise.
“There’s a whole sequel too,” I say once I can trust myself to open my mouth again.
“Damn. That’s a lot of gay demi-god sex.”
I huff a laugh. “And you said you were interested in the story.”
“I can be interested in both.”
They resettle their head on the pillow, and my lips almost brush their neck. I bite my tongue again.
“So, uh, you comfy?” they drawl. “I did grab you an extra pillow over there...”
My face burns with a sudden, singeing embarrassment, and I roll away like I’m on fire. Maybe I made it all up. Maybe they were wondering what the hell I was doing climbing on top of them. They sound way too amused to be feeling any of the things that are scrambling my brain and making my body go haywire.
“Sorry. I just, uh, just give me the damn book, okay, Dane?” I snap. I stare down at my stupid heart-patterned pajama pants as my face continues to burn.
They reach over and place the book next to me. “I didn’t say you had to stop spooning me.”
I hug my knees up to my chest, squeezing them in tight like that might stop the room from spinning. “Did you even like it?”
“Yeah, I did.”
I can hear the heat lacing their voice. I draw my knees in even closer.
“It was nice,” they add.
A scoff bursts out of me. “Nice?”
“Okay, fine. It turned me on. It was hot.”
My head jerks up, and I find them watching me with their chin propped in one of their hands. I open my mouth to answer and then close it again when I can’t think of a single word to say.
They grin. “You know, you’re cute when you get embarrassed.”
I gawk at them. “Dane, are you—are you flirting with me?”
Their eyes scan over my face as they press their lips together. “Uh, yeah. I guess I am.”
I feel like I’m tip-toeing around a bomb, like one wrong move or even one wrong breath might rock the whole house with an explosion.
“To—to what end?” I stammer.
They tip their head back and laugh. “To what end? Oh my god, Evangeline, I’m just flirting. It’s what people do when they’re attracted to each other. I can stop if you want.”
“I...” I trail off as my head keeps spinning. They’ve said way too much for me to process. “So you’re attracted to me?”
They raise an eyebrow. “Come on. You are not innocent enough to play it that coy. I told you I want to kiss you, and you told me the same thing. We tried to avoid it, but it’s clearly still here, and I’m kind of just going with the flow on this. We need to convince ma tante we want to date each other, and even though that’s not true, I think we do want...some things, so don’t you think it would, like, help our cause to admit that to each other and lean into it?”
It takes me a moment to catch up with their train of thought. At first, I’m too busy recovering from the punch to my chest that hits when they say they don’t want to date me.
It’s the exact same feeling that nearly knocked me over when they mentioned leaving Montreal earlier tonight.
“Wait, lean in how?” I ask once I’ve managed to push the sensation aside.
They shrug. “I don’t know. You seemed pretty keen on leaning over to my side of the bed just now. Am I wrong?”
It’s on the tip of my tongue to tell them they are wrong, just to get the upper hand here, but the lie would sound hollow when it’s so blatantly obvious I was interested in way more than getting my book back.
“So you think we should, like...do...stuff?” I ask.
They raise an eyebrow, and my face flushes for what must be the fiftieth time tonight. I sound like a high-schooler on prom night. I sit up straighter against the pillows behind me and push my glasses up my nose. Then I look straight at them, and in the clearest voice I can manage, I ask, “Are you suggesting we hook up?”
“I’m not suggesting we not hook up.”
I raise my eyes to the ceiling and let out a long breath through my nose. I don’t know how someone can shift back and forth from annoying to sexy so fast.
“What if we just make out tonight and see how we feel about that?” they ask while I’m still staring up at the ceiling.
What if?
What if I hate it?
What if I love it?
What if I want to do it again?
The jackhammer pace of my pulse tells me I might already know the answer to at least a couple of those questions.
“Okay. Fine. Let’s do it. Let’s make out.”
The shock on their face makes me realize they weren’t actually expecting me to say yes. The fact that I’ve managed to surprise them when they act like I’m so predictable lights a flicker of confidence in my chest, and it grows into a flame when I lean closer and hear their breath catch.
“We clearly want to,” I continue, “for whatever reason, and you’re right that wanting...this is going to help make it seem like we want more.”
“Always so practical,” they mutter as they shift on their pillow to get closer to me.
We’re both propped on our sides now, our heads angled towards each other.
“Yes,” I shoot back, “I am practical. You should try it sometime.”
They chuckle and shake their head. “Are you going to make out with me, or what?”
“Are you going to make out with me?”
We’ve gotten even closer. I can feel their warm breath on my parted lips, and all I can see are those deep brown eyes. Every nerve ending in my body feels like it’s been turned up to eleven, quivering with anticipation for the moment the bomb we’ve been avoiding is finally going to drop.
We’re so close now I can almost taste them already, but neither of us seems willing to close the final fraction of an inch between our mouths.
“Are you chickening out?” I ask, sounding way braver than I feel. “This was your suggestion.”
“Yeah, but I was the first one to say I wanted to kiss you, so I kind of feel like it’s your turn to do something first.”
I don’t think it’s possible to get high off the scent of eucalyptus, but if it is, I’m nearly there.
“That doesn’t even make any sense,” I murmur, the words slightly slurred as I feel the ghost of their bottom lip brush my chin.
“Come on, Princess,” they whisper, every word dripping with a danger I feel all the way down between my legs. “Kiss me.”
I can’t hold back my whimper, and I can’t stop myself from slamming my mouth against theirs.
There’s no build-up. There’s no progression from hesitant to heated. There’s no hesitation at all. As soon as my lips lock with theirs, every hold I have on myself gets blown to bits, leaving a part of me I don’t recognize free to take command.
I weave my arms around their neck and yank them down on top of me as our tongues lash together. They taste sweet and spicy, like mint toothpaste laced with something foreign, something new, something I’ve been craving for way longer than I realized.
My legs twine around their waist, and they thrust their hips against me, bracing their weight on one of their arms as their other hand spans my ribcage over my science camp t-shirt.
If I’d told sixteen-year-old Evangeline what she’d be doing in this shirt someday, I don’t think she would have believed me.
I arch my neck, my head tilting back to give them more control of the kiss. They flick their tongue across the back of my teeth, and I jerk with a mix of surprise and desire at the unfamiliar sensation. The reaction makes them moan into my mouth.
“Dane,” I hiss after somehow finding the self-control to break the kiss. “Shh! We have to be quiet.”
It’s as much a reminder for me as it is for them. If they keep grinding against me, I’m going to be gasping their name like Vayanna the demi-god did with Raela.
“Right. Yeah. Fuck.”
The sound of them cursing while they hover over me with their hair falling in their eyes makes me tug my lip between my teeth. We keep staring at each other as they flex their hips against me, slower now. I squeeze my thighs tighter around their waist.
“Goddamn,” they breathe. “I just...fuck. How’d you make me go fucking crazy in like two seconds?”
Their chest is heaving just like mine, and their eyes search my face like they really do expect an answer, like that kiss left them as awestruck as it did me. Instead of speaking, I unwind one of my arms from around their neck and reach to brush the hair out of their eyes.
My fingers hover in place just before I actually do it. I’ve watched them sweep their hair aside hundreds of times before. It’s kind of a trademark mannerism for Dane, and as they stare at me in silence while I do it for them now, I realize just how intimate the gesture is. A sudden bloom of tenderness warms me as my fingertips trace across their forehead.
“There,” I whisper. “That’s better.”
“Evangeline...”
My chest starts to feel too tight when I hear them say my name like that: like there’s nothing they want right now except me.
I want to hear it again.
And again.
And again.
I squeeze my eyes shut and take one last breath of their scent.
“We should go to sleep,” I mutter.
Their body stiffens above mine. “Oh.”
“I just....I think you’re making me crazy too.”
I open my eyes and find them staring down at me with a mix of pain and apprehension.
“Was that too much?” they ask. “Are you okay? I—”
“You’re making me crazy, Dane,” I repeat, “and the craziest part is that I really fucking like it.”
Their grimace morphs into a grin I find myself mirroring as they roll off me and flop back onto their pillow.
“Yeah, that was pretty damn crazy, wasn’t it?” they say in a hazy voice.
“Don’t get too full of yourself,” I warn even though I sound just as spaced out, “and shut the light off, please.”
“As you wish.”
They roll towards the lamp and plunge the room into darkness. My still-thundering heart sounds even louder without the light on. I blink as my eyes adjust, and some shadowy outlines of furniture come into view.
“Oh, and Dane,” I say.
“Yeah?”
“I forgot to tell you I set an alarm for six forty-five.”
They flip over to face me before they hiss, “Six forty-five?”
“Yes. Six forty-five.”
“Goddamn. You really are going to drive me crazy.”



FIFTEEN



DANE
EVANGELINE and I end up making out every night she shares my room. We never kiss for very long; it’s a few minutes at most before we both reach the point where things are definitely not going to stay quiet and one of us says we should go to sleep.
By the time we’re waving her mom off as she gets in an Uber to the airport on Wednesday afternoon, I don’t know whether I want to thank Laurie for the opportunity or curse her for the sexual frustration.
Considering the source of my frustration is my desire to bang her daughter, both would be really fucking weird.
“And then there were three,” Tante Noelle sing-songs after Evangeline climbs back up the house’s wrought iron staircase to join us where we’re huddled in the doorway.
We move aside so Evangeline can come in and tug her boots off. I watch as the neckline of her shirt hangs down low enough for me to get a glimpse of the white bra she’s wearing.
My thighs clench, and I ball my hands into fists behind my back. After three nights of sharing a bed with her, I’ve reached the point where even the sight of her freaking elbows can turn me on. I seriously watched her pull a hoodie on over her t-shirt this morning and thought, ‘Damn, girl, nice elbows.’
I managed not to say it out loud.
“I hope you two are hungry,” Tante Noelle says as she claps her hands together.
I jump a little at the way the sound echoes in the entryway and jerk my gaze away from Evangeline like I’ve been caught stealing cookies.
“I am making a tourtière!” Tante Noelle proclaims, the bangles and beads stacked on her wrists jingling as she raises her arms.
I have to chuckle. “Really, ma tante? You spend your life travelling the world, trying all the delicious foods you keep telling us about, and then you come back here and make us a tourtière?”
She wags a finger at me. “Well, you know what they say. You can take la dame out of Québec, but you can’t take the Québec out of la dame. We eat at six-thirty, my loves!”
“Works for me,” I say.
I’ve got a model coming over later today for a mini shoot, but we’ll be long done by then. She’s new to Montreal and looking for some portfolio shots while she tries to find an agency, and like most models I’ve worked with, she was thrilled to get a free shoot in exchange for a testimonial and letting me post the photos on my as-yet-unpublished photography website.
We’re shooting out on the house’s staircase. My candid shots of Evangeline turned out so well I’m hoping for similar lighting conditions today.
“That should work for me,” Evangeline says after straightening back up. I can’t keep my eyes from flicking to her as she adjusts her shirt.
The photos of her were more than good; I haven’t been able to look at them without the word magic coming to mind.
With her skin painted pink by the dying sun and her blonde hair glowing like a halo, the photos make her like something out of one of those gay angel books she reads—like something that deserves to be worshipped. The trace of flustered embarrassment layered over a piercing defiance on her face just makes it even more apparent in every shot.
In those photos, she’s a thousand contradictions. She’s a temple with mirrored walls. She’s the colouring book maze you run your finger across again and again, searching for an end you can see but not quite touch.
She’s the gasp and pause between sleight of hand and pure, inexplicable magic.
I’ve tried to edit the photos, but every time, all I do is sit in front of my laptop and stare.
“Très bien.” Tante Noelle claps again, and I jump and drag my eyes away from Evangeline for the second time.
I blame the three nights of making out. I don’t think I’ve ever stared at someone I’m attracted to as much as I’ve been staring at Evangeline the past few days. I don’t think I’ve ever shivered when I smelt someone on my sheets after they left my room.
I know I’ve never felt like just lying next to somebody could spike my veins with goddamn magic and streak my ceiling with colours I’ve never seen before, but then again, I’ve never spent three nights in a row with anyone without jumping their bones.
That has to be it. Evangeline and I are not a chemical reaction; we’re just oil and water that have spent the past few weeks being stuffed in a bottle and shaken like a maraca. When things go still again, we’ll seep into our separate layers and go back to getting on each other’s nerves all the time.
Which is why, when ma tante asks what our plans for the afternoon are and Evangeline tells her she’ll be studying in her room, I pipe up and say, “And I’m helping her!”
Evangeline turns away from Noelle and shoots me a subtle glare, just like I knew she would.
This is the dynamic I can handle. This is the one I know what to do with.
This is the one that makes sense.
“You are?” she asks, her voice cheery even though her eyes are still shooting out laser beams with the ‘incinerate’ setting on.
A study date in her bedroom was not part of the new plan she concocted at six in the freaking morning while I groaned a few responses, but then again, neither was making out two more times.
She’s been pretty good at going off book in my bedroom, which I am definitely going to remind her of when she complains about my improvisation.
“Yeah!” I make my voice drip with even more fake cheer than hers. “Remember we were saying how fun that would be?”
I see her jaw tick. “Right.”
I brace like I’m about to take off in a sprint. “Race me upstairs?”
“Why on earth would I race you upstairs?”
I wag my eyebrows and figure it will only help our cause when I say, “Because you just can’t wait to have me in your room.”
Her eyes go wide and then dart over to ma tante, who’s beaming and looks like she’s barely containing a squeal.
I’d pat myself on the back if it wouldn’t spoil the illusion.
“Kiddingggg,” I drawl with a deliberately nervous note to my voice meant to indicate I may not be kidding at all. “But seriously, I am gonna beat you.”
I bolt for the staircase, my sprint to the top setting off a series of loud creaks. Evangeline sighs and then starts trudging up the stairs behind me, the sound of Noelle’s cackle following her.
“Do I need to ask you to keep the door open for decency’s sake?” she calls up to us.
I place a hand on my chest and pretend to be embarrassed. “Ma tante! I said I was kidding!”
She laughs again and waves her hands in a ‘go have fun’ gesture before heading to the kitchen. As soon as she’s retreated, Evangeline hisses, “What was that?”
“Improv, baby!” I answer with a fist pump. “That was awesome. She totally thinks we’re up here messing around.”
Evangeline plants her hands on her hips and taps her foot against the runner carpet. “We already planned some scheduled sessions for making her think we’re messing around.”
I mimic her pose. “Come on. You have to admit that was a golden opportunity.”
She grinds her jaw while glaring at me, and her silence tells me she agrees but doesn’t want to admit it.
I still smirk.
“I have a very busy life,” she says instead. “I have limited time to put into this whole faking a relationship thing, which is why we planned it.”
“Or were you afraid my improvisation would be so sexy and convincing you’d actually start wanting to be my girlfriend?”
Her glare slips, just for a second before she activates her laser beams again, but that second is all it takes for my breath to catch as something tightens in my chest.
Girlfriend.
I’ve never called anyone that before, and for a brief moment, I can’t help wondering what it would feel like to walk into a room with her and say, ‘This is my girlfriend, Evangeline.’
My chest gets even tighter.
“In your dreams, Dane,” she mutters before whirling around and heading for her room.
“Wait, wait, wait!” I call just before she can close her door.
She pokes her face around the edge and sighs. “What, Dane?”
“I’m supposed to help you study, remember?”
She drums her fingers against the edge of the door and lets out a long breath. “Dane, we are not actually doing that.”
“You know what ma tante is like,” I explain. “She’s definitely going to find some excuse to come knock on your door and confirm her soul mate senses are correct. We can’t miss this opportunity. I already told you she had lunch with Mark yesterday, and she seems as enthralled by his baby story as ever. If there were ever a time to step up our game, this would be it.”
I still haven’t managed to get any details about the meeting with Mark out of ma tante, and all she’s said about the lease is that the universe is still unfolding. We’ve only got three weeks to find out if it will unfold into a notice of non-renewal.
Evangeline keeps drumming her fingers against the wood for so long I wonder if she’s just waiting for me to walk away, but then she nods.
“As much as I hate to say it, you might be right, especially with her talking to Mark. I really do have to study, though.”
She steps back and opens her door wide. I walk in to face her on the carpet before she swings the door shut behind me.
“I understand,” I tell her. “Believe it or not, I also have a busy life sometimes. This is kind of throwing off my schedule for the day too.”
I brace for some kind of jab at my job situation or, at the very least, a judgmental scoff at the notion of me possibly being busy.
It’s the kind of thing my sister or my mom would say in a situation like this:
What are you busy doing? Scrolling Craig’s List instead of starting a career?
Do you even have a schedule, Dane?
What’s your plan for this afternoon? Sleeping?
I realize I’m holding my breath as I wait for Evangeline to say something along the same lines.
Instead, she just nods. “Glad we’re in agreement on something.”
I bite back a smile so she won’t think I’m mocking her, but her words wash me with a warm relief I didn’t realize I was craving.
“So how about this,” I say as I take a few more steps into her tidy bedroom. I come to a stop in front of Mimi’s tank and squat down to peer at her cartoonish pink face with its adorably blank expression. “I actually help you study, and then you help me get ready for this afternoon. I have this girl coming over, and—”
I pause when I hear a squawk from behind me and look over my shoulder to see Evangeline gaping at me with her mouth as wide as Mimi’s.
“A model,” I clarify.
Evangeline’s eyebrows furrow to turn her shocked stare into a silent demand of, ‘Are you serious?’
“For a photo shoot,” I add. “She needs portfolio shots, and I need more testimonials to put on my website. You can help me get the shoot set up. Jonah was supposed to be my assistant today, but he bailed on me for a date.”
She clamps her mouth shut and murmurs, “Oh.”
She turns away to hide it, but I’ve already seen that familiar pink creep into her cheeks.
It’s on the tip of my tongue to make a joke about her being jealous, but instead of speaking, I turn back to Mimi’s tank and blink at my reflection in the glass.
What if she really was jealous?
She definitely did not look happy at the thought of me bringing a girl over tonight. The possibility has my head spinning so fast I’m scared to stand up.
I can hear Evangeline shuffling some papers around on her desk, and after a moment, her office chair creaks as she sits down. She types on her laptop for a few seconds before she speaks.
“I have an immunology midterm coming up, so you actually can help me study. The professor accidentally uploaded a copy of the practice exam with the correct answers already circled and hasn’t fixed it yet, so you can quiz me.”
I look over and see her holding her open laptop out to me. I try to push my confusion aside as I grab the laptop and take a seat on the edge of her bed. I stare at the PDF on the screen to distract me, but it doesn’t keep me from imagining what it would feel like to set the computer down and pull Evangeline onto my lap instead.
I want to feel her knees squeezing my thighs. I want her chest pressed hard against mine. I want to slide her glasses off her face and thread my fingers into her hair.
I want to lay with my body curled around hers and get a better look at her room. It’s the first time I’ve been in here besides my covert missions to take pictures of Mimi, which means it’s the first time I’ve given myself a chance to notice all the details of her space: the cute little typography quotes taped to the wall above her desk, the collection of wooden animal figurines perched on a shelf under the window, the framed cross stitch that spells out her name with tiny bluebells adorning the letters.
I’m sure they all have stories, and as I sit with only a few feet between us, I realize I want to know those stories. All of them.
I want to know her.
“You good?”
I look over find her watching me with her head tilted to the side.
“Uh, yeah.” I focus back on the screen. “Just mentally situating myself among all this...science...stuff.”
She snorts. “Mentally situating yourself?”
She has a very cute snort.
“Okay, smartass,” I tell her, “let’s see if you know your stuff. Question one: which immune cell is responsible for the quickest release of histamine? Is it A, the—”
“Mast cell.”
I glance back at her. “I did not get through the options.”
She smirks. “I don’t need them.”
Something about her cockiness makes my skin get hot.
“Okay, Miss Smarty Pants. Question two: what is the term used to describe white blood cells migrating towards bacteria?”
“Chemotaxis.”
I do my best to keep my eyebrows from shooting up and proving just how impressed I am.
“Two for two. Let’s see if your lucky streak lasts. Question three: name the process a cell such as a neutrophil uses to ingest—”
“Phagocytosis.”
“I didn’t even finish the question!”
She smirks again. “I got it right, didn’t I?”
I squint. “How do I know you haven’t read this exam already? Maybe you’re just lying to impress me.”
“Oh?” She tosses her hair over her shoulder. “Is this you admitting you’re impressed?”
“Hmm.” I tap my chin. “I’ll be impressed when we hit question twenty. You’ve only done three.”
We continue making our way down the list. Evangeline gets every question except one right, and she does them all without even needing the multiple choice options. By the time I scroll to the very bottom of the PDF, I can’t hide how far my jaw has dropped.
“Are you a robot?” I demand.
She grins. “Nope. I’m just a very good student.”
“But seriously, how do you fit all that in your brain? This is just one midterm for one of your classes. You have a whole degree of this stuff stored in your head?”
She didn’t even have to think about most of the answers; she just fired them off like a computer.
“Almost a whole degree, and then after that, I’ll have all of vet school stored in my head too.”
“Damn.” I close the laptop and set it on her comforter. “You must really love it.”
She nods a few times. “I do. It’s...”
She swivels her chair back and forth before turning it all the way to face the window. I watch her tuck a strand of hair behind her ear, the late afternoon sun turning the ash blonde locks to a rich gold.
I could photograph her right here, without any special gear or poses, and she’d look perfect.
“It’s not just the animals,” she says, her eyes still on the window. “I mean, they’re a big part of it. I love animals, all of them, even the ones most people don’t like, but it’s not just about getting to take care of them. With science, with the way bodies and nature work, it just...makes sense. It follows the rules, and when it doesn’t, we keep watching and learning until we discover new rules we didn’t know about before. There’s always an answer, and with animals, it makes even more sense because they can’t lie. They can’t be something they’re not. They can’t hide their pain. Their pain...makes sense.”
She’s gotten so quiet I almost miss her last sentence. When the words reach my ears, my arms ache with the need to hold her. The urge is so strong I have to grab fistfuls of the comforter to keep from jumping to my feet.
I don’t know if this confession is an invitation. I don’t know if she even meant it as a confession at all, but I hear her pain, and I think I know where it might come from.
“It was bad, wasn’t it?” I murmur. “The divorce?”
She jerks in her chair like she forgot I was here and then sits in silence for a few moments. She goes so still I start to think I should clear my throat and pretend the past couple minutes didn’t happen, but then she slowly spins the chair back around to face me.
“Yeah,” she whispers. “It was.”
“I’m sorry.”
She squeezes her eyes shut for a moment and nods. When she speaks again, it’s at a normal volume, but I can hear the slight tremor edging her words.
“I mean, you’ve met my mom. You’ve seen what it did to her. She’s fine most of the time, but whenever she talks about him or whenever she’s here in Montreal, she just...she falls apart. She becomes somebody else, and he’s not much better. He shuts down for the whole day anytime some little mention of her comes up. I just...I just don’t know how something they thought was so right could go so wrong. They couldn’t even be at my freaking high school graduation together. It just...It makes me think maybe no one’s ever really sure they’ve found the right person, even when they think they have.”
I release my grip on the comforter, but my arms still feel like they’re screaming for me to get up and hug her.
“Do you think that exists?” I ask. “The right person?”
She lets out a short, sharp laugh. “I have no fucking clue. When Tante Noelle said she doesn’t believe we all just have one soul mate we’re meant to be with our whole lives, I thought...I don’t know, maybe there’s something to that, but no matter how many soul mates you have out there waiting for you, how do you know when you find them? So many people believe they’ve found their soul mate and then they end up...like my mom. She regrets everything, even though...even though it gave her me.”
My heart lurches, and for a moment, I feel like I’d go to war just to make this girl smile again.
“Evangeline, no one could ever regret you. I’m sure she doesn’t feel like that at all.”
She shrugs, still not looking at me. “Maybe. Either way, it doesn’t really matter. Her marriage still went to shit even though she was convinced he was her soul mate. How is finding your soul mate worth the risk of all that pain?”
I pull my legs up into a cross-legged position and rub my hands down my thighs as I think it all over. I can see Evangeline digging her toes into the carpet through her socks while she stares down at the floor. It almost feels like this room has become a glass box, like we’re encased in some fragile moment we could shatter with one wrong move.
“I don’t know. I guess personally, I’m usually up for most risks. Just ask Jonah. I’ve gotten us into some pretty sketchy situations by taking risks for cash.”
She chuckles. “Like the cow costumes?”
“Oh, way sketchier than the cow costumes. There were no guns involved in the cow costume job.”
She gasps and looks up. “You’ve done jobs with guns?”
I burst out laughing, which makes her glare at me before shaking her head and giving in to laugh too.
“Oh my god, I’m kidding,” I say when I can talk again. “I’ve never been involved with illegal arms trafficking...as far as I know.”
She snorts again, and it feels like my whole body lights up. I fucking love making her laugh.
“But actually,” I say, “I’m not really fazed by risks. I don’t know where I stand on the whole soul mate thing, though. Ma tante has always been really into it, so I guess I just sort of accepted it as a normal thing to believe in, but...I guess I’m one of those people who thinks I’ll know it if I feel it, if it does exist.”
“But how?” She gawks at me like I’m the one biology question in the world that doesn’t make sense. “How would you know you know if you don’t even know?”
I raise an eyebrow, and we both chuckle at her question.
“You sound like some kind of troll asking riddles on a bridge,” I joke.
She glares for a moment before she sighs. “Yeah, I guess I do. It all seems kind of dumb and convoluted like that, if you ask me.”
I brace my palms behind me on the bed and lean back, giving myself a moment to glance around the room as Evangeline goes back to her toe wiggling. I spot a stack of brightly coloured books on her bedside table, and the sight of them is like hearing a wrong note in a song. I squint at the letters on the spines for a moment and then sit up straight again.
“What about your books?” I demand. “If it seems dumb and convoluted, why do you read so many books about it?”
“I don’t only read books about soul mates.”
I raise an eyebrow.
“Okay, I read a lot of books about soul mates, but it’s different than real life. Books have rules too, just like science. You go in knowing what to expect. It’s...comforting. Sometimes it’s nice to disappear into this world where you know it’s all going to be okay in the end.”
I nod. “Also the hot sex.”
She presses her lips together like she’s trying not to laugh again. “Yes. Also the hot sex.”
In the moment of silence that follows, something about the air in the room shifts. Our glass box gets hotter inside, and my attention drops to her mouth—the mouth I’ve had moving on mine and against my neck and ears for the past three nights in a row.
That’s as far as we’ve gone, and the longer we sit here, the more I feel the heat build in all the other places I want her to kiss me.
“If soul mate sex did exist in real life, it would probably be prettyyyy hot,” I say, letting the first idiotic thing I think of fall out of my mouth.
I have to keep talking. If I don’t, I’m going to jump off this bed and do a lot more than hug her.
“Probably,” she answers, “if it exists.”
She crosses her legs, and I wonder if she’s getting as turned on as I am. I have no idea where this conversation has gone or where it’s supposed to go from here. I don’t know why every time she says she doesn’t believe in soul mates, there’s the tiniest pang somewhere deep in my ribcage.
She crosses her arms over her stomach, reaching to grip her elbows, and the movement makes the neckline of her shirt droop a little. The smooth expanse of pale skin revealed has my throat going dry.
I turn and crawl further up the bed towards her nightstand before I can do or say something truly stupid.
“Speaking of,” I see as I reach for the top book in the stack, “watchya reading lately?”
I expect to see some more winged women or fairy princes on the front, but the photo on the cover makes my jaw drop.
“Wait. Wait, wait, wait.” I flip the book over and scan the description on the back. “Is this about a woman having sex with a lion? Like an actual lion?”
“Oh my god, no!” Evangeline shrieks as she lunges out of her chair. “Give that back!”
“Hey, I’m not judging,” I say as I roll away from her to the other side of the bed when she stomps over to try and snatch the book away, “but I have to know: is this, like, a furry book?”
“They’re shifters,” she seethes as she looms over me with her hands on her hips. “It’s a thing. They’re books about people who can turn into animals.”
I look between her and the book a few times. “And then they have sex?”
“No, of course not! Not while they’re animals” She pauses when I start flipping through the pages. “At least, I’m pretty sure they don’t.”
I let out a peal of laughter. “Wait, you don’t know?”
“It’s not my niche!” She spreads her hands to show her innocence. “A book reviewer I follow kept recommending it. It’s one of the only lesbian shifter series around. One of the woman in it can turn into a lion, but I’m like ninety-five percent sure they only have sex as humans.”
I keep flipping through the pages as I say, “Well, if you want to be one hundred percent sure, I think I’ve just found the first sex scene.”
“Dane, give it back!”
I shriek when she grabs both my ankles and starts dragging me over to the edge of the bed.
“Wait!” I shout. “I need to see if this description about her mane of hair is just a metaphor or if she’s actually a lion right now.”
“Oh my god!” She lets go of my ankles and steps back to throw her hands in the air before tugging on her hair. “Could you please stop making fun of my books?”
I look up from the mane description and realize she’s more than annoyed. Under her death glare, there’s a trace of genuine hurt.
I put the book down beside me. “I’m sorry. I’m just being an idiot. I actually think they’re really cool.”
She rolls her eyes. “Right.”
“No, seriously!” I gesture at the stack on her bedside table. “They might seem kind of weird to someone as uninitiated in the world of romantic fiction as me, but I actually think it’s really cool that people write this stuff. Everyone should have the right to do and be and like whatever they want. I would know.”
She stares at me for a moment, her hands still tugging on the ends of her hair like she’s waiting for the punch line, but when all I do is stare back at her, she lowers her arms to her sides. The corners of her mouth turn up just enough for me to notice.
“So are you gonna give me my book back?”
I pat the cover beside me. “Are you gonna come and get it?”
I don’t know what exactly the challenge in my voice is daring her to do, but I definitely don’t see it coming when she stalks to the edge of the bed and straddles my lap. My mouth drops open when her knees lock on either side of my thighs. Her mouth is just inches from mine now, and I blink as I stare into her blue-green eyes.
“Give it to me, Dane.”
It takes me a few seconds to realize she’s talking about the book.
I slide my fingers along the comforter without breaking eye contact and then wrap my hand around the edge of the book when I find it.
“I think you should—”
Whatever taunt I was about to come up with gets cut off by a loud knock on the door.
“What did I say about leaving the door open?” Tante Noelle sing-songs on the other side, her voice slightly muffled by the wood. “Knock, knock!”
Evangeline’s eyes go wide. She’s still straddling me when the knob turns and the door starts inching open, and she only manages to slide off and jump to her feet just as Tante Noelle steps into the room.
I watch ma tante take the scene in like she’s checking the numbers on a winning lottery ticket, her grin stretching wider by the second.
“Excusez-moi,” she apologizes. “I hope I was not interrupting.”
“Uh, nope.” I run my hand through my hair and sit up straighter. “Not at all.”
Evangeline is as pink as Mimi.
“I was just wondering where you keep the spices these days. I cannot find them.”
“Of course!” Evangeline speed-walks over to the door, her eyes glued to the floor the whole time. “I’ll show you. You’re going to love the new container system I came up with.”
She takes off down the hall without waiting for ma tante. I stay frozen where I am, my body doing its best to catch up with the last thirty seconds as Tante Noelle gives me a wink before heading out of the room too.



SIXTEEN



EVANGELINE
I’M HOLDING up a big circle of reflective fabric and shivering in my boots as I watch Dane crouch down to get a new angle with their camera. On the stairs of our house, a stunning woman with her hair done up in intricate braided knots drapes herself over the railing and pouts at Dane’s lens.
“Yes, Diamond!” Dane urges. “That’s gorgeous. Can you put your hand on the side of your face? Yeah, a little higher. Yes, that’s perfect!”
The temperature is only hovering around freezing today, but I’ve spent the past twenty minutes wishing I put a scarf on over my coat.
Dane had me help haul some photography supplies out to the stairs before Diamond arrived. I figured that would be the end of my contribution, but when they asked if I could stick around for the shoot and hold up the reflectors, a little thrill shot through my chest as I said yes.
That was before I realized I’d be spending the better part of an hour trying to stay as still as possible with my arms above my head.
“Evangeline, can you switch to the orange one? I want to see what that does for the light.”
Dane waves their hand in my general direction without turning around, the camera clicking non-stop as they lower and lift themself out of a squat to get a variety of angles.
I try not to be offended as I dig around one of their bags to find the reflector made of shimmery orange fabric. The rational part of me knows they’re not ignoring me on purpose. As soon as they slung their camera around their neck, before Diamond even got here, it was like a switch flipped in their brain. A sixth sense took over, one that had them peering around the street and flipping the settings on their camera like a whole world invisible to everyone else had suddenly burst into bloom in front of their eyes.
The way they move around Diamond is lithe and fluid, their fingers a precise and calculated whir of motion over more buttons than I knew a camera had. They move like an Olympic tennis player, like a star soloist in an orchestra—like their instincts are so fine-tuned they don’t have to think at all. There’s no gap between the intention and the act.
Dane is fully and totally in the moment.
I do my best to blame the tension in my neck and shoulders on the strain of holding the reflector up, but when I hear Dane gasp at the way the orange-tinted light bathes Diamond like she’s a sun goddess sent to save us all from the frigid depths of a Montreal winter, I’m forced to admit my muscles are tensing with something that feels a lot like jealousy.
Dane is caught in a moment with an actual model, and I’m here on the outside with my should-have-washed-it-yesterday hair and big nerdy glasses, quite literally putting the spotlight on her.
I shift my weight to keep some blood flowing to my toes as I tell myself there’s no reason for me to be jealous. This is Dane’s job—or at least, they want it to be their job someday. This is a professional moment, and even if it weren’t, it’s not like I’m Dane’s girlfriend. I wouldn’t even have an excuse for my jealousy if they pushed Diamond up against the house and kissed her on the mouth.
Dane and I have admitted we’re attracted to each other and agreed we might as well use that as fodder for faking a relationship. That’s it. No feelings, no complications, and definitely no jealousy.
No screwing up the plan.
The reminder that we have a plan in place helps calm me down. When I look back at Dane, I focus extra hard on their movements, on the way they always seem to know exactly how Diamond should pose, on the care they put into encouraging her.
They’re good at this—really good. I don’t know much about photography, but even I can tell I’m looking at an expert. There’s something hypnotic about the total control they have over the shoot, like they’re weaving the whole world into the perfect frame just like the hands tattooed on their forearm.
This time I don’t mind when they ask me to move a bit to the left, their eyes still trained on Diamond. I’m watching them create, and there’s something thrilling about that. My heart has sped up, and the more I concentrate, the more time seems to slow down for me too, like maybe I’m slipping inside that other dimension Dane enters every time they sling a camera around their neck.
I blink in confusion when what feels like only a few minutes later, Dane calls out, “Okay, I think that’s a wrap!”
Diamond lunges for her jacket; she did most of the shoot with the fluffy, camel-coloured coat on, but she asked for a few shots in just her jeans and t-shirt to finish up. She shoves her arms through the sleeves and bundles the coat around herself as Dane turns to me with a wild, elated grin on their face. Their eyes are glittering with exhilaration, and for a moment, my breath catches just from looking at them.
“Thanks for the help! You’re way better at Jonah than this, and you can tell him I said that. He always starts complaining after like two minutes.” They point at where I realize I’ve been rubbing my free hand up my arm, the reflector still clutched in the other one. “By the way, how are your arms holding up? I hope I didn’t tire you out too much. I tend to lose track of time during shoots. I should have told you to remind me to give everyone breaks.”
“Oh, um...”
It’s hard to put a sentence together when they’re beaming like they’ve got a dozen reflectors fixed on their face. I’ve never seen Dane quite so alive before. Confidence is radiating out of them like they might as well be the sun itself. They could ask me to hold up pieces of fabric for them in the Arctic Circle or the depths of the Sahara for zero money with no breaks at all, and in this moment, I’d say yes before I’d even heard the whole question.
This isn’t the Dane that trudges around the house forgetting to put their dishes away. This isn’t the Dane that coasts from job to job. This isn’t the Dane that holds back or makes themself small just because someone somewhere told them they weren’t worthy.
This Dane is powerful. This Dane is going to get anything they want in life, and it almost knocks the wind out of me to see it.
“I’m, um, okay,” I mumble.
“Good.” They nod. “I’m, uh, glad you got to see the shoot.”
I start scrambling for another reply, but they flash me a final grin and turn back to Diamond. I keep myself busy getting the reflectors all back in the bag as I listen to Dane ask Diamond how she’s feeling and if she wants a warm drink or anything in the house.
“You’re sweet, Dane,” she answers. “Why can’t all photographers be sweet like you? I’ve got to head out, but thanks for the offer, and thanks for the shoot. You’re a lifesaver, you know that? You sure I can’t pay you?”
“Nah, nah. Don’t worry about it. Just the testimonial would be great, after you get the pictures, of course. I should have them to you by the start of next week.”
The two of them say their goodbyes, and as soon as Diamond has descended the stairs and started making her way up the street, I can’t help blurting, “You did that for free?”
Dane glances at me as they’re fitting their camera into their case and then focuses back on doing the zipper up. “Oh, uh, yeah. I’m not at the point where I’m charging people yet.”
“Really?” I should probably drop it, but I just can’t fathom them not asking for money for something that took a lot of work, no matter how effortless they made it seem. “You didn’t charge her anything?”
“She’s giving me a testimonial for my website, and she signed off on letting me use the pictures on my site too.”
They gather up the rest of their gear and start making their way up to the door. I sling the reflector bag’s strap over my shoulder and follow them.
“Is that common?” I ask. “Like, in the industry? To do shoots in exchange for that?”
They pause mid-step, and even under their coat, I can see the way their body tenses.
“For someone just starting out, yes, in fact it is,” they say, their words strained. They don’t turn around from where they’ve got their back to me. “But if you have input on how I should run my business, by all means, go ahead. Everyone else does.”
I freeze too, blinking up at them before I mutter, “Wow.”
My chest is tight with a mix of guilt and indignation.
We stand there for a silent moment before they plant their foot on the step and turn to look over their shoulder at me.
“Sorry,” they say. “I just...Besides Jonah, I don’t have other people at my shoots very much. It was kind of a big deal for me to ask you to be here, and...I just really don’t need criticism right now.”
“I’m sorry too.” I hover on the stairs for a couple seconds before taking another step up. “I didn’t mean it as criticism. It was a dumb thing to say. I’m just really interested in knowing more about how this all works. I didn’t realize...Okay, I promise I don’t mean it like this, but I didn’t realize how freaking good at it you are. Not just the photos. I mean running the shoot and everything. You’re, like, a real professional, Dane. It’s impressive.”
“Oh.” I watch their face shift between a few expressions I can’t read before settling into a cautious curiosity. “You really think so? I mean, you’re not just saying that?”
I shake my head. “I think you’re...I think you’re pretty incredible.”
They turn all the way around to face me. I can tell they’re trying not to smile, but the corners of their mouth win the battle and force their cheeks up into a wide grin.
“It’s a novel feeling: exceeding Evangeline Hudson’s expectations.”
I chuckle and shake my head again. “Oh, Dane.”
“I mean, whether you admit it or not, I know I exceeded your expectations in the making-out department, but your approval of my artistic expertise means a lot too.”
I do my best to hold back a laugh as I cock my head to the side. “What on earth makes you think you exceeded my expectations in the making-out department?”
Instead of shooting me a snarky comeback like I expect, their expression shifts from taunting to heated as they take a step closer to me, and then another, and another, until they’re only one stair above me with their deep brown gaze pinned to mine.
My heart climbs into my throat when they lean in close enough to brush their lips against my ear.
“I know you were jealous of Diamond,” they murmur, the words edged with a slight rasp, “and I know last night I had you soaked without even taking any of your clothes off, Princess.”
“Dane!” I hiss as they pull back.
I glance up and down the street like there might be a horde of observers watching us.
Watching me.
I’m so turned on it feels like anyone walking by would be able to tell how hot my skin has gotten and how my thighs are squeezing together at the sound of Dane’s voice.
Princess.
Just a couple months ago, if someone had told me Dane Marner would be calling me princess with their lips against my ear, I would have laughed.
Now all I want is for them to do it again.
“Just telling it like it is,” they say with a smirk before turning back around and jogging the rest of the way up the stairs. I settle for letting out a huff before I follow them up to the house and into the entryway.
“Salut!” Tante Noelle sings out from the kitchen as soon as I pull the door shut behind me. She emerges from down the hall while Dane and I are pulling our boots off. “Perfect timing! The tourtière is ready for you!”
My stomach rumbles at the scent of fresh-baked pie crust wafting through the air.
“Don’t you mean for us?” Dane asks. “You’re eating too, right, ma tante?”
“Oh, I wish, but plans have changed.” She lifts her arms up to do a little twirl, and I notice she’s replaced the caftan she had on earlier with a tea-length tie dye dress and a pair of tights. “Señor Diego, one of my old salsa teachers, heard I was back in Montreal and insisted I come to open house night at his studio. I’m sorry to desert you, but mon dieu, trust me when I say no one in their right mind would pass up a chance to salsa with Señor Diego.”
Dane chuckles as they sling their coat onto the rack by the door. “Don’t worry, ma tante. Who are we to compete with Señor Diego?”
They start clapping out a rhythm against one of their palms, and Noelle obliges with a twenty second demonstration of her salsa skills while I cheer her on.
“Off I go!” she announces, dancing her way over to her boots. “The tourtière is on the table already. Bon appétit, and don’t wait up! I expect I’ll be dancing the night away.”
She gets herself all bundled up in her coat, scarf, and mittens before heading out to take the metro. Dane and I wave her off together and then turn to face each other in the silent entryway once she’s gone.
“So, uh, you hungry?” they ask, their voice low.
I blink at them, and it’s like every part of my body is suddenly hyperaware of the fact that we’re alone in the house for the first time since we kissed.
“Starving, actually,” I blurt.
Their eyes get even darker, and they sweep their arm out towards the hallway. “Shall we, then?”
I lead the way to the kitchen, my ears trained to the sound of every step they take behind me. The kitchen is dim at the end of the hall. At first I assume Noelle must have thought we’d be outside longer and shut the lights off, but when I step into the kitchen and discover what’s waiting for us, I stop dead in my tracks.
“What is—”
The rest of Dane’s question is left unspoken when they step up beside me and get a look at the kitchen too.
Side by side, we take in the sight of what has to be at least two dozen candles arranged along the counters, the island, and the small round table in the corner where our dinner has been set up. Two place settings arranged with Noelle’s finest cutlery and china await us on fancy linen placemats. In the middle of the table, a steaming, perfectly golden meat pie with a lattice-work crust sits ready with some gleaming silver serving tools resting on a platter.
There are also two wine glasses and what looks like a very fancy bottle of red.
I peel my gaze away from the table and glance at Dane. As soon as we lock eyes, we both burst out laughing.
“Oh my god,” Dane wheezes. “We’ve been set up.”



SEVENTEEN



DANE
I GLANCE at Evangeline over the top of my wine glass before downing another sip. She’s impossible not to stare at in this lighting. The glow of the candles makes her look impossibly soft, like if I reached over to brush her cheek with my fingertips, she’d be made of velveteen and satin.
We’re both mostly done with our tourtière now. Evangeline is picking the last flakes of the crust apart with her fork, her lips stained with the deep red wine. I chew on my own lip as I imagine pulling hers between my teeth.
I want to suck on her lip. I want to taste the way the wine lingers on her skin. I want to see what she’d look like naked in this candlelight.
I want a lot of things.
“So...” She sets her fork down and picks up her glass. “Tell me what happens now.”
I force myself to look at her eyes instead of her mouth. “Huh?”
“With the photos. You told Diamond you’d get them to her next week, so what do you do with them now?”
“Oh.” I clear my throat and take another sip of wine before I answer. “Well, I could probably get them to her faster, but I like to take my time with editing when I can. I took a lot of shots today, so it’s going to be a lot of work to go through them and decide which ones I even want to edit in the first place.”
She nods. “And what does editing entail?”
Part of me can’t believe she actually cares about this stuff, but the look on her face is so earnest I decide to trust that maybe, unlike with my family, some questions about my dream career aren’t part of a thinly veiled attempt to prove I’m not actually doing anything with my life.
“For me, editing is the part where the magic really happens. People who don’t know a lot about it tend to freak out and call photographers cheaters when they hear the word ‘Photoshop,’ but the thing is...photos are about feelings. If the only kind of photography that existed was hyper-realistic photojournalism, can you imagine all the creativity and beauty we’d miss out on?”
I trail off and swirl the wine in my glass for a moment as I search for a way to put the process into words.
“When people look at my photos, I want them to feel what I felt. I want them to notice what I noticed. I want them to gasp and sigh and even cry because they’re so overcome with just how magical a single fraction of a second in time can be. That’s what photography is: it’s a way to make us stop and appreciate the fact that we all walk through a thousand perfect moments a day and don’t even take the time to notice them. Editing helps me point people in the right direction.”
I look up from where I’ve been staring into the depths of my wine and find Evangeline watching me from behind her glasses, the gleam of the candles making the lenses glint.
“Uh, sorry,” I say when all she does is stare. “I kind of waxed poetic there, didn’t I? Excuse my rambling.”
She shakes her head. “You have nothing to be sorry about. That was...Thank you for sharing that with me.”
The atmosphere in the dim kitchen has taken on a new intensity, and my throat has started to get thick. I look down at my wine again. I can’t tell if I want to change the subject or beg her to ask me more.
There’s a part of me that wants to tell her everything—absolutely everything that makes me me, and the force of the desire is dizzying.
“Have you always been into photography?” she asks.
“Hmm.” I take a sip of wine to buy some time and pull myself together before I answer. “I think I’ve always, you know, seen the world like that, but I didn’t actually start taking photos until we left Vancouver. I guess it was sort of...an escape.”
She rests one of her elbows on the table and props her chin in her hand. “You really liked Vancouver, huh?”
I can’t help sighing. “It was...easier there. Life kind of fell apart after we moved. Things just worked in Vancouver in a way they’ve never worked here.”
“And what doesn’t...what doesn’t work here?” she murmurs.
I should change the subject. I should crack a joke or suggest we clean dinner up, but I stay where I am and start telling her more than I’ve told almost anyone.
“My family, for one. We moved for my dad’s job. He got this big promotion, and my parents got us a big house in the suburbs, and it’s like...it’s like all their priorities changed. Everything became about appearances, about looking good for other people. They put me and my sister in private school, and it just...fucking sucked. I thought I’d have my sister on my side at least, but she got all popular and barely talked to me at school. I...I got bullied a lot.”
I trail off and start pushing some crumbs around my plate with my fork. I freeze when I feel her foot bump up against mine under the table. She doesn’t pull it away.
“Dane,” she murmurs. “I’m so sorry that happened to you.”
I shrug and clear my throat, but my voice still sounds thick. “I guess it’s stupid to complain about. I mean, I was a clearly very gay, gender non-conforming kid at a private Catholic school. Of course I was going to get bullied. Like, can you imagine me in one of those little plaid skirts?”
I gesture down at my typical outfit of black skinny jeans and a plain t-shirt.
“That’s when I started realizing how much photography meant to me.”
I realize I’ve started stroking the tattoo on my forearm, tracing the outline of the two hands lifted to form a frame. I notice Evangeline’s eyes following my fingertip as I trace it along my skin.
“But my parents didn’t think that was a practical choice,” I continue. “No one did. Well, except for ma tante of course, but the rest of them...I guess that’s when I started realizing they didn’t expect me to get very far. With all the bullying, I was struggling in school. I was having a hard time doing basic stuff like keeping my room clean, and...wow. Holy shit.”
I pause and feel my jaw drop open as connections I’ve never made before start firing up in my brain. Foggy memories of the hell that was high school drift into focus as I stare at the wall across the kitchen.
“What is it?” Evangeline asks, her voice pitched high with alarm.
I focus back on her, my heart thundering. “It’s just, I’ve never connected it all before. Sometimes I look around at the state of my room, of my life, and I’m like, this isn’t me, but even if it doesn’t feel right, I can’t change it, and I guess...I guess it feels impossible to change because I’ve been told it is me for so long. It’s become me—not just my messy room. It’s the whole...the whole deadbeat thing.”
Evangeline presses her lips together, and her foot slides away from mine. She stares down at her empty plate and mumbles, “I’m sorry.”
I tilt my head. “What are you sorry for?”
“I’m sorry because I really do think watching you today was incredible, Dane, and I honestly believe you can do anything you want, but people have called you awful things like deadbeat, and I...I’ve been treating you like that too. That’s how I’ve always talked to you, even if I don’t use words like that.”
For a moment, I’m too stunned to speak. I’m almost too stunned to breathe. That’s the second time she’s called me incredible, and this time she almost has tears in her eyes.
She means it. She honestly thinks I can do anything.
My heart feels like it’s too big for my ribcage, like it’s swollen up with the weight of what she’s just given me.
“Evangeline...” I sound parched. “Evangeline, I...thank you for saying that.”
She blinks to clear her shining eyes. “I mean it. I really am so sorry.”
“Hey.” I find her foot with mine and give it a few nudges until she looks back up at me. “I met you way after all of this happened. You do not have to be sorry for getting mad when I fuck up the chore schedule. If anything, I’m sorry.”
She lets out a weak laugh. “To be fair, I could probably be slightly less intense about the chore schedule.”
My gasp is partially faked and partially genuine. “Do my ears deceive me?”
She laughs again. “I said slightly. I know I’m not always...the easiest person to live with.”
Her grin fades, and her shoulders curl inwards as she glances back down at the table.
“Well, neither am I,” I tell her. “Who knows? Maybe there’s a happy medium somewhere.”
She lets out one of her adorable snorts and gestures around the candle-filled kitchen. “Tante Noelle certainly seems to think so.”
I lean back in my chair, my foot still pressed against hers, and swirl what’s left of the wine in my glass. “Yeah, I can’t get over how obviously she set us up. Our plan must really be working if she’s thrown all subtlety out the window.”
“Was she ever subtle?”
Now it’s me snorting. “Okay, good point.”
“I just wish she’d make a decision. She really seems to still think your cousin wants to raise a baby here.”
“I wonder what he’s gonna do when the due date arrives, assuming he can keep his little scheme going until March.”
Both of us get quiet as soon as the words leave my mouth. We only have a couple weeks until the deadline for the release renewal—a couple weeks of keeping our little scheme going.
We haven’t talked much about what comes after, which seems like an uncharacteristic oversight for someone as organized as Evangeline.
I guess there are really only two outcomes: we end up being forced to move to different apartments with no excuse to stay in each other’s lives, or we get to keep living here and fake a cordial break-up so we don’t have to keep pretending we’re in love with each other.
I don’t know why, but both of them leave a bad taste in my mouth.
“Should we clean up?”
Evangeline gets to her feet before I can answer and starts piling her cutlery on top of her plate before reaching for mine. Her movements are stiff, and she avoids my eyes when I thank her after handing her my plate.
She carries the load of dishes over to the sink, and I carry the pie plate over to the island and hunt around for a container before depositing the leftovers in the fridge. The glare of the fridge light cuts through the glow of the candles for a moment.
Evangeline is still facing the sink. Now that we’re not speaking, a trace of tension has crept into the room, and it gets harder to ignore with every silent second that passes between us.
I want to know what she’s thinking. I want a magic camera to hold up and capture all her thoughts. I want to know if she’s as ready to say ‘fuck it all’ and break this tension with a kiss as I am.
Wherever we’re headed with the house, I know that right now, I want to taste her again. I want to hear the sounds she makes when I run my fingers across her skin.
Three nights was not enough.
I force myself to look away from her back and scan the room for something to distract me. I spot the silver serving tools still sitting on the table, their edges caked with pie crust, and bring them to the sink.
“Here, I brought the—”
I cut myself off when she whirls around at the sound of my voice, leaving us with only a foot of space between us.
“You scared me,” she says, her eyes wide. “I didn’t hear you coming.”
“Sorry. Good thing I didn’t accidentally stab you with these.”
I step close enough to reach past her and set the tools down on the counter beside the sink. Our chests are only a few inches apart now. I can hear her breathing get even faster, and her eyes look so big, like I could fall right into them and forget everything else.
I move even closer. Her lower back presses against the counter as my hips press against hers. She tips her chin up, arching her neck just slightly.
“You were right,” she breathes.
I raise an eyebrow.
“Earlier,” she adds, “when you said I was jealous. You were right.”
I can’t even pretend not to smirk as I shift my hips forward to press harder against her. She starts to inch her legs apart.
“What were you jealous of?”
“You...looking at her,” she answers, her voice ragged. “You telling her what to do.”
I hiss a curse and reach behind her to curl one of my hands around the edge of the sink. “You want me to tell you what to do?”
She nods and whimpers when I reach my other arm around to grip the sink too, caging her in place.
“Tilt your head back more,” I order, leaning in until my lips are poised above the lily white skin of her neck. “Like that.”
She arches for me, and I can see the rapid twitch of her pulse just below her jaw. I brush my mouth over her throat and squeeze my hands tight enough that the edge of the sink digs into my palms when I feel her low moan reverberate against my lips.
“You fucking kill me, Evangeline,” I rasp. “I don’t know what it is about you, but you just...”
I trail off and work my way down her throat instead, ghosting my lips along her collarbone before I trail them back up the side of her neck. I graze my teeth on the soft skin just under her jaw, and she moans louder this time.
I want to find out just how loud she can get.
“Dane,” she says, her voice trembling, “I don’t—I don’t know what the hell we’re doing, but I don’t want to stop tonight.”
“Imagine that,” I murmur, sounding way more suave than I feel. “I was about to tell you the same thing.”



EIGHTEEN



DANE
I’M NOT sure how it happened, but Evangeline is straddling me on the living room couch while we kiss like our lives depend on it.
We started kissing like our lives depended on it back in the kitchen. As soon as I got a grip on one of her thighs, she jumped to circle her legs around my waist and almost ended up tipping herself into the sink. Instead of letting her get embarrassed, I hauled her over to the island and tried to prop her up on top.
I failed miserably, and instead of letting me get embarrassed, she said something about having an idea. I think that’s the part when we headed for the living room, but it was also the point at which she took her shirt off and my cognitive processing ceased to function.
I slide my hands up her hips to the warm skin of her back, my fingertips brushing the band of her nude-coloured bra. She has the most incredible skin. I still haven’t gotten over how soft she is. Touching her feels like running my hands over my favourite t-shirt, one I’ve worn so many times it’s turned smooth and familiar, like a part of me that makes me even more me when I put it on.
Evangeline sighs against my lips and brushes her thumbs along the sides of my neck. I let out a hum of appreciation.
She breaks the kiss and giggles as she keeps massaging my neck. “You like that, huh?”
“Mmm. Feels so good.” I open my eyes just a slit and find her grinning at me with her own eyes hooded and hazy.
“What else would feel good?”
I hook a finger under the band of her bra, and her breath catches. I chuckle.
“I can think of a lot of things that would feel good.”
She leans in to plant another kiss on my lips, but before any heat can build, she pulls away. I watch her open and close her mouth a few times, her gaze darting around the room.
“Uh, so, Dane,” she says after a moment.
I start to rub reassuring circles against her back when she doesn’t go on. “What’s up?”
She takes a deep breath and then tries again. “So, I want to...I want to have sex with you tonight.”
I resist the urge to buck against her hips when her words send a flare of need shooting through me.
“I too would like to have sex with you tonight,” I say instead.
We blink at each other for a moment before we both let out a quick laugh.
“Good,” she says. “I’m glad we’ve established that. Before we go farther, I just...I want to ask if there’s anything I should know? You know, about, like, your body and stuff? Is there anywhere you don’t like to be touched? Are there any words you don’t like? Stuff you do or don’t want to be called? I want to make sure I only do things that make you feel good.”
I go still, staring up at her while a deep warmth I can’t quite put a name to starts to build in the middle of my chest.
I sit there in silence for so long she starts to look nervous.
“Was that weird? I just thought—”
“It was perfect.” My voice is a little hoarse, and the corners of my eyes are stinging. “Thank you. I’ve never really...I’ve never really had anyone ask something like that before, at least not until after something goes wrong. I...just, thank you. It means a lot.”
She nods and murmurs, “Of course.”
“Um, to answer your questions...” I shift on the couch as I think over what I want to say.
Evangeline climbs off me to take the cushion beside me. “Sorry. Maybe I shouldn’t have asked that while I was literally sitting on your lap.”
“Hey.” I lean a little closer to her and lower my voice. “Ain’t no better place for you than my lap.”
She snorts and shakes her head. “Oh, Dane.”
I grin as I sit up straight again. “So, things you should know...”
Her hand is only a few inches from mine, and without meaning to, I start sliding my pinkie closer until the tip of it brushes the side of hers. I’m pretty sure we both hold our breath until she lifts her pinkie to hook it around mine.
The warmth in my chest starts spreading through the rest of my body, relaxing my muscles like some kind of spa treatment, and I finally realize what I’m feeling: safe.
She makes me feel safe.
“I don’t really like being called pretty,” I tell her, “but, like, gorgeous and stunning and things like that are fine—I mean, if you ever felt so inclined...”
I trail off to wink at her, and she makes a show out of rolling her eyes before she shifts a little closer and asks, “What about...exquisite?”
“Oooh, that’s a new one. I approve.”
She grins. “Well, you’re an exquisite kisser, Dane.”
I reach to brush some hair out of my eyes. “I aim to please.”
Her eyes follow the movement of my hand, and I see her tug her lip between her teeth for a second before she gives her head a little shake like she’s trying to focus.
That, combined with the compliment, is making me feel very flattered.
“Anything else I should know?” she asks.
“Uh, let’s see...I don’t really have any parts of my body that make me feel weird gender-wise. Depending on the kind of sex, sometimes I’m not too crazy about having my chest touched, but that’s only in some situations.”
“Do you mind me asking what situations?”
“Of course. Yeah. Uh...” I glance down at my lap. “Like, during some role-plays...or sometimes when I’m wearing a strap-on.”
“Oh. I see.”
I look up and find her with her eyes gone so wide I almost want to check to see if there’s a ghost hovering over my shoulder.
“You look terrified,” I say with a nervous laugh.
“No, no, that’s not it. I’m just...” She takes a deep breath and lets it out. “I’m just very turned on. I’ve never, uh, used one of those before. That sounds...hot.”
That, of course, gets me so turned on I’m sure she already has me soaked by now. Her pinkie has curled even tighter around mine, and even that simple contact is enough to have my thighs twitching.
“Anything else?” she squeaks.
“I, uh, don’t think so.” There might be more, but the parts of my brain that want to get her back on me as fast as possible are rapidly overpowering the parts that know how to talk. “I mean, I think that’s all you need to know right off the bat. You can always ask about anything you’re not sure of, and I’ll tell you if anything comes up. It really just means a lot that you asked at all. It makes me feel...”
I pause as all the ways I could end that sentence flit through my mind.
Safe.
Respected.
Taken care of.
Seen.
Loved.
The last one shows up unannounced and sends my heart rate spiking.
What the fuck?
I shove the word away to some back corner of my mind.
“It makes me feel really good,” I finish.
I reach for her arm to distract me from thinking any other insane thoughts, but I stop and pull back before I can haul her onto my lap again.
“Wait. Is there anything I should know about you? Anything you do or don’t like?”
“Me?”
I nod. “I’m told cis people also have bodies and preferences.”
She huffs a laugh. “Thank you for asking. Um, well...No, I don’t think there’s anything you should know.”
Something about the way she hesitates before she straddles me again makes me grip her waist and hold her at a distance before she can lean in to kiss me.
“You sure?”
She glances down at the couch cushions. “I mean, there’s this one thing...but it’s kind of embarrassing, and it’s not a huge deal, so...”
“Evangeline, I want to know. I’d love it if you told me.”
She meets my gaze. “Really?”
“Yes.”
She takes another long breath and then squeezes her eyes shut as she blurts, “I can’t really come without a vibrator.”
I don’t know what I appreciate more: how adorable she looks with her face all scrunched up like that, or how fucking hot it is to imagine her with a vibrator.
“I mean, I can, but usually not the first few times I sleep with someone, so it’s totally okay if I don’t—”
“Evangeline.”
She goes silent at my interruption and then slowly cracks her eyes open.
“Yes?”
“There is honestly nothing sexier I can think of right now than making you come with a vibrator.”
I squeeze her waist for emphasis, and her back arches on instinct.
“Oh,” she says, her eyes fluttering closed. “Really?”
“Yeah,” I answer as she starts to rock against me, “but first I want to kiss you some more.”
She makes a soft sound when I reach one of my hands up to cup the back of her neck. I guide her head down until her lips meet mine, and once they do, there’s no going slow. She starts grinding against me, her lips parting when I run the tip of my tongue along their seam. I can still taste a trace of red wine on her, and it makes my eyes roll back in my head as I groan.
She responds by digging her hands into my hair, tugging just enough to make my scalp twinge for a second. The sharp sting has me digging my nails into her perfect skin. She moans, her chest pressing against mine. I slide my hand up her back as we keep kissing like it’s the only way we know how to breathe. She shivers when I hook a finger around the clasp of her bra.
I fumble with the little hooks for a moment before she chuckles against my mouth and pulls back.
“Want help?”
I watch as she reaches behind her back to undo the clasp herself. The movement thrusts her tits out towards me, and it’s all I can do not to rip the bra down her body to finally get my mouth on her.
The bra slides forward when she gets the clasp unhooked, but she leaves it dangling there as she reaches up to slide her glasses off her face.
“These were getting in the way,” she mutters.
She uses one hand to keep her bra in place as she leans back enough to deposit the glasses on the coffee table behind her.
“Um, one other body thing,” she says when she straightens back up. “As you can see, I don’t really have much going on in, uh, this department”—she nods down at her chest—“which I’m fine with, but I guess...It’s just, you’re, uh, really hot, and...I don’t even know why I’m mentioning it.”
Her cheeks start to turn pink, and she stares down at my lap.
I sit up straighter and run my hands up her arms to grip her biceps, just under where the straps of her bra have slipped down. “May I?”
She nods, still not looking at me, and I guide the bra off her to drop it on the floor.
My throat goes dry.
I think my heart literally skips a beat.
She’s perfect.
“Goddamn,” I breathe.
She finally looks at me, her expression even more timid without her glasses on.
“You’re...exquisite,” I tell her. My chest gets warm again when she smiles. “Like, wow. You’re probably not going to believe me, but I swear, tits like yours are my absolute favourite kind. They’re just so...ughhhh.”
She laughs at my groan and the way I tip my head back to stare at the ceiling.
I focus back on her and ask, “Can I touch them?”
All our joking fades as the temperature in the room seems to rise a few degrees. Her eyes darken, and she nods. I let go of her arms to run my hands along her rib cage, over her waist, and finally up to her chest.
She gasps when I cup both of those perfect tits and start to flick my thumbs over her nipples. Her eyes are closed, and her head lolls back when I give one of her nipples a sharp pinch.
“Fuck,” she hisses. “That feels so good.”
I do the same to other one, and she moans.
“You’re driving me crazy,” she mutters.
I keep teasing her with one hand while I slide my other arm around to press my palm between her shoulder blades. She’s so far gone she doesn’t see it coming when I flip her off me and onto her back on the couch. I settle myself between her legs and then close my mouth around one of her nipples.
“Oh my god,” she gasps. “Dane, oh my god.”
The breathy sound of my name spurs me on, and I start to flick her with my tongue before I give her the softest graze of my teeth. Her hands claw at my t-shirt, and after a few moments, she starts sliding the fabric up my back.
“I want this off you.”
I give her a final lick and brace my weight on my palms to lift myself up. “Oh yeah?”
She nods, her gaze hungry as I reach for the bottom of the shirt and pull it over my head. I’m wearing an old, plain blue sports bra underneath, but she’s staring at it like it’s the sexiest thing she’s ever seen.
“That too,” she orders. “Off.”
I chuckle even though her commanding tone is definitely getting me even wetter than I already am. “Getting bossy, huh?”
She just nods, her eyes locked on my body as I peel the sports bra off and toss it down to join the pile with her bra and my shirt. I start to lower myself back on top of her, and she shimmies down the couch so her mouth is level with my tits.
She looks up at me and asks, “May I?”
All I can manage is a nod, and a second later, she’s got her mouth on me. Her tongue criss-crosses over one of my nipples before she starts to suck. Hard. My jaw drops, and I swear.
“God, that feels good.”
She keeps going, alternating from side to side. Her hands caress the length of my back before she grabs my ass and squeezes, pulling me closer.
Her thighs inch farther apart so I can settle my hips between them. As soon as I let my weight rest against her, something in both of us snaps. We start grinding against each other in a frenzied rhythm. She gives up on my nipples and starts sucking on my neck instead. The first time she bites me, I gasp. The second time, I almost scream.
“Was that okay?” she asks.
“So okay,” I pant. “Jesus. I didn’t know you had that in you.”
The grin she answers with is dangerous. She stares me down as her hands start to fumble with the button of my jeans. A second later, she’s got the zipper down.
“I think you should take these off too.”
I roll off her, lifting my hips enough to do an awkward shimmy out of the skinny jeans. Evangeline sits up to watch me with her lip pulled between her teeth.
I’m wearing some black boxer briefs underneath, and I’m so wet I’ve all but soaked through them. Once the jeans have joined the clothes pile, Evangeline climbs back on top of me, this time straddling just one of my legs. She balances on her knees and leans forward so her thigh presses between my legs. I shift them farther apart, opening up for her. My head drops against the back of the couch, and I moan as she increases the pressure right where I need her.
“Oh fuck, that’s so good,” I pant.
She finds a slow rhythm, easing on and off until I’m digging my nails into the cushions and groaning with each thrust against my clit.
“Dane,” she says after a few minutes of driving me completely fucking insane.
I lift my head just enough to look at her. Her hair is a little messed up, and her eyes are glittering.
“Uh-huh?”
“Can I taste you?”
I should probably be embarrassed that just the question itself is enough to make me moan, but she seems very satisfied with the effect.
“Fuck. Please.”
Everything feels hazy, and I have to blink to keep her in focus as she gets on her knees on the floor, poised between my legs. She slides her hands up my thighs, so slowly I’m sure she must be trying to torture me.
If she is, it’s working.
I lift my hips, barely able to breathe as she slides my boxers all the way down my legs. I hiss when the cool air of the room hits my bare skin. Evangeline is staring between my spread legs, her lips parted and her chest rising and falling with the rapid rhythm of her breaths.
We stay like that for a few seconds, neither of us speaking, but there’s nothing we need to say. We’re caught in one of those moments I was trying to explain earlier: one of those snapshot instances in time when the world arranges itself into utter perfection.
Most of those moments go unnoticed, but as I watch her watch me like I really am exquisite, I know even without a photograph, I’m never going to forget a single detail of this one.
She inches my legs farther apart, her thumbs stroking the sensitive skin of my inner thighs. I let my head drop back down against the back of the couch and close my eyes. I’m hyperaware of every part of me she’s touching. Her thumbs slide higher and higher, and I know if she drags this out for much longer, she’s going to have me begging.
Just when I’m about to say her name, she starts kissing her way along the top of one of my thighs. I shiver. Her lips are so damn soft. She stops when she reaches my hipbone. I can feel her hot breath against my skin, and it makes me twitch.
“I’ve been thinking about this for three whole days,” she murmurs.
I hum in answer. I can’t find any words.
“Actually, to be honest...I’ve been thinking about this for a really long time.”
She darts her tongue out to brush just the very tip against my clit, only for a second, but it’s enough to have my hand jerking up to tangle in her hair. It takes all the self-control I have left not to pull her whole mouth onto me.
I’m panting, my chest rising in heaving gasps, and when she finally licks up the length of me in one long, slow stroke, my spine curves into an arch as white hot light streaks the back of my closed eyelids.
She keeps going, taking things painfully slow, before she starts to add a swirl around my clit with each stroke of her tongue.
“You taste so good,” she mutters.
Her words make me moan.
“And you’re so wet,” she adds.
I must be soaking the couch. She keeps licking me until I can feel a curling tension start to build. Without taking her mouth off me, she slips a hand between my legs and thrusts one of her fingers inside me.
I buck on the cushion, moaning at how good the pressure feels. She adds a second finger, and I clench around them. She starts to slide in and out, over and over, finding a rhythm she times with the flick of her tongue against my clit.
“Fuck. You’re gonna make come already.”
My panting gets even faster, and when she curls her fingers deep inside me, my head snaps up. My eyes fly open, and I get my first good look at her kneeling between my legs with her head bent over my pussy. I’m still holding a fistful of her blonde hair. The smooth, pale skin of her back stretches out in front of me. This gorgeous, gorgeous woman doesn’t want to be anywhere but on her knees for me, and for a moment, I feel like a fucking god.
Her thrusts get even faster. She presses her tongue into a hard point and adds more pressure on my clit. When she does that curling thing with her fingers one more time, I lose it.
My eyes snap shut. My whole body seizes up as the tension reaches its highest pitch, and then everything explodes. I cry out loud enough for the sound to echo through the living room. My hips buck up again and again, begging for more pressure.
She gives it to me. She doesn’t stop or slow down. She’s moaning too as she keeps working my pussy until I’ve got absolutely nothing left.
I have to give her hair a little tug after I’ve sagged against the couch with an exhilarated laugh before she even realizes I’m done. She lifts her head, her lips shining with a mix of her spit and the taste of me. Even though I’ve just come so hard I think she may have broken me, my pussy twitches when she drags the back of her hand over her mouth to wipe it off.
“That is so goddamn sexy,” I croak. “Fuck. Fuck, Evangeline. What even the fuck? That was...fuck.”
She laughs and beams like I’ve given her the biggest compliment in the world. “You liked it?”
I lift one of my arms a few inches, and it drops back to the couch like a limp noodle. “Does the fact that I can’t even move give you your answer?”
She does a cute little head toss. “Yeah, it does.”
“Get back up here.” I flap my hand against my leg, and she laughs again.
“You can’t even move, and you want me back on your lap already?”
I shrug. “Like I said, ain’t no better place.”
She keeps chuckling as she gets up off her knees and does what I asked. Once she’s settled, she leans forward and presses a quick kiss to my forehead. When she pulls back, I can see she’s started blushing.
“I don’t know why I just did that.”
I slide one of my weakened arms up to stroke her back. “I liked it.”
She lets out a nervous chuckle and tucks her hair behind her ear.
“So...” My gaze drops to her boobs, and I have to force my attention back up to her face to finish my sentence. “You mentioned a vibrator?”
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EVANGELINE
DANE HAS their sexy black underwear back on, and now that they’ve stripped me out of my leggings on the couch, we’re finally equally undressed. They throw my leggings onto the carpet after peeling them off my ankles and then grip my shins to tug me to the edge of the couch.
“What are you doing?” I ask with a laugh. “I’m gonna fall off the couch.”
“I’m carrying you up to your room.”
I laugh even louder. “You could barely stand up thirty seconds ago.”
“I recover quickly.”
They reach up to brush their hair out of their eyes. I’ve run my hands through it so many times it’s sticking up at a bunch of weird angles, but somehow, that adds to the appeal of their usual just-had-crazy-sex hair situation.
I stare at their mostly naked body, and even though they’ve decided it’s my turn now, part of me wants to get right back on my knees and taste them again. I’ve gone down on people before, but it’s never felt like that. I’ve always been so trapped in my head about it, over-thinking every movement like I’m performing some life-or-death science experiment instead of just having a fun time.
Going down on Dane was more than fun. It was euphoric. Feeling them squeeze around my fingers and thrust against my mouth while they moaned and writhed on the couch was so electrifying I felt like I was coming too, like I was following them to some place we’d never been together.
I took us there. Me. With just my tongue and my fingers, I brought them past the point of control until all they could do was gasp my name.
I’m still riding the high. I’ve been giggling at things that aren’t even funny, but I feel too amazing to be embarrassed about it. The whole room feels lit up as bright as the sun even though all we’ve got on is a dim table lamp.
“Come on.” Dane gives my thighs a light slap that makes my breath catch. “Get up, Princess.”
I’m already so wet I can feel it every time I move, and the nickname gets me even more turned on. I rise to my feet and stand in front of them, our chests just a few inches apart.
“Give me your leg.”
They reach down to hitch my thigh over their arm, but when they straighten up, we both lose our balance and up doing a hopping dance across the carpet that almost sends us crashing through the coffee table.
“Dane!” I shout through my laughter. “Oh my god! Let me go before we die!”
I manage to extract my leg from their grip, and we both double over laughing.
“New plan,” they wheeze. “Stand on the couch and then get on my back.”
“Dane, I am not doing that. Let’s just walk up the stairs like normal people.”
“But I want to be gallant,” they protest.
I snort.
“I’m serious!” they add. “I want to make you feel, you know, princess-like. I want to make you feel like one of those girls in those books. What would that Prince Feydor guy do? I bet he would carry his lady up the stairs.”
I do my best to ignore the weird flip my stomach does at the thought of being Dane’s lady.
“First off, it’s Prince Feynor,” I answer. “Secondly, he kind of kidnaps his lady with magic and, like, summons her via a weird fairy teleportation ritual into the realm of the Court of the New Moon.”
Dane taps their chin for a moment and squints. “Okay, to be honest, I’m gonna have to get back to you on that one, but I will find a way to give you that experience. In the meantime, let me be your masc lesbian fantasy this evening.”
They reach out to grab one of my hands. I surrender it with caution, braced for another failed attempt at picking me up, but they bring my hand to their mouth instead and press a faint kiss to my knuckles.
“My lady,” they murmur with their head bowed, “will you grant me entry to your chamber tonight?”
My laugh comes out as a loud squawk. “Oh my god, you did not just say that.”
“Come on. That has to be the kind of thing he would say.”
I pretend to think about it, but really I’m letting the butterflies that took off in my stomach when they kissed my hand have a chance to settle down.
“It’s pretty close,” I admit, “and to answer your question, yes, you can have, um, entry.”
They wag their eyebrows. “That’s what I like to hear.”
They keep their grip on my hand as they lead the way over to the stairs. The usual chorus of creaks and groans sounds out below our feet, almost loud enough to block the pounding of my heart in my ears.
We’re really doing this. We’re having sex, and it definitely wasn’t part of the plan.
This might be the most spontaneous thing I’ve done in years. I feel like I’m walking a tightrope with a deep, rushing river of exhilaration waiting down below on one side. That river would whisk me away to something new, something bold, unfamiliar, and wild. On the other side, there’s a choking whirlpool of doubt and panic I know I’d never escape without drowning.
I’m going to fall off the tightrope at some point. That much is certain. I just don’t know which side I’ll tumble down to meet.
“You good?” Dane asks.
We’ve come to a stop outside my bedroom door. Jelly Bean trots out of my room, gives Dane a sassy glare, and skirts past us to head down the stairs. His exit gives me a moment to collect myself before I answer.
“All good.”
We walk into my room hand in hand, and I leave them standing at the edge of the bed while I get my lamp switched on to fill the room with more than just the glow from Mimi’s tank light. Thankfully, Mimi seems to have sensed our need for privacy and is hiding behind some of her fake seaweed.
I face Dane again and watch their gaze roam up and down my body before fixating on my chest.
I’m fine with having small boobs, but I’ve never really thought of them as sexy. Anytime anyone’s been attracted to me, I’ve always thought it was in spite of my barely-an-A cups, not because of them. Dane was right when they said I probably wouldn’t believe boobs like mine are their favourite, but I sure as hell started to believe it as soon as they saw me naked.
There’s almost a reverence to the way they look at me, to the way they touch me and pull me close—like I’m precious, special, royal even.
A princess.
Before I can come up with anything to break the silence, they drop to their knees in front of me and reach up to grip my hips. Their lips ghost over my lower stomach, just above the waistband of the delicate lace underwear I miraculously decided to wear today. A tremor runs up my spine.
“You know,” I say with my eyes closed, every one of my nerve endings on high alert, “this whole gallant thing...it’s really working on me.”
“Oh yeah?”
They slide their hands around to give my ass a squeeze, which isn’t really an example of being gallant, but it does make me suck in a sharp breath as my thighs tense.
“I have a question for you,” they say, interspersing their words with kisses along my stomach.
“Mhmm?” I grunt.
“It’s okay if this is too weird, but I just...I haven’t been able to stop thinking about it, and I think it would be really hot.”
I’m at the point where just about anything would sound really hot. I grunt again to tell them to go on.
“You said you like pretending the fairy dudes you read about are actually hot lesbians, so what if we brought that fantasy to life? You could...you could put on a sex scene from that audio book about Prince Feynor while I ate you out and then used your vibrator on you.”
It’s a miracle I don’t drop to the floor. My knees go weak, and a strangled sound pushes past my lips as my hands grip their shoulders.
“Oh my god, Dane,” I whisper. “Yes.”
That’s all the encouragement they need. In a few quick movements, I’m spread out on my bed, and Dane is kneeling between my legs.
“We need my phone,” I say, using the small part of my pragmatic mind that’s still working. “It’s on the desk.”
They lunge for it, and we both take a seat on the end of my bed as they hand me the phone. I somehow manage to navigate through my audio book app to find the right section of the book.
“There should be a sex scene somewhere around here,” I mutter.
After a few false starts, I start playing the scene right when Prince Feynor has started cutting Dolly out of the fancy court gown he had made for her, which seems like a waste if you ask me, but it did make for a pretty hot scene in my lesbian fantasy version.
“He slid the bone-handled dagger out of the sheath at his waist,” the narrator intones. “The slick sound of the blade filled the cold chamber, and she shivered as he braced a hand on the silk draped down her back.”
I press pause and look up from the screen to gauge Dane’s reaction.
“You really want to do this?” I ask them. “Like, you’re not just gonna make fun of it?”
I’m all but naked now, and here in my room, surrounded by so many things I love, I feel much more vulnerable than I did in the living room.
Dane shakes their head, and their heated expression softens. “I really want to do this. Honestly, I’m surprised you didn’t make fun of me for asking. I know it’s kind of weird.”
“I don’t think it’s weird. I think it’s...” I shift on the mattress, hyperaware of how exposed to them I am. “I think it’s really hot.”
They grin. “Good.”
I take a deep breath and press play, tossing the phone down beside me on the mattress before I lower my head onto my pillow.
“He was gentle, far gentler than she’d expected, but that didn’t stop her from shivering each time the cool metal came close to her skin.”
Dane might not have a knife, but they trace the tips of their short nails along my skin instead, adding just enough pressure now and then to make me jolt from the quick flares of pain. I close my eyes. I’m breathing so hard I might have to turn the volume up soon.
“As he sliced through the delicate fabric and the swaths of cerulean silk began to pool around her waist, Dolly realized there was something delicious about the fear she—”
“Hold up.”
I crack my eyes open and lift my head enough to get a glimpse of Dane. They’re still sitting on their knees between my legs, but now they’re gawking at my phone like it’s just personally offended them.
“I know I said I wouldn’t make fun of it,” they say over the sound of the continued destruction of Dolly’s dress, “but, Evangeline, you did not tell me the chick’s name is Dolly.”
The mix of confusion and distaste on their face is so hilarious it pulls me right out of the fantasy. I hug my legs up to my chest and laugh for a long moment before reaching over to pause the book.
“It’s so weird, isn’t it?” I choke out. “Like, of all the names in the entire world, she picked Dolly. You’ll be happy to know I brought that questionable choice up in my review.”
“I am glad to know that,” they say, still looking somewhat bemused. “Someone needs to address that. I mean, Dolly...”
“Yep. Dolly. I take it I should just shut it off entirely?”
I start swiping across the screen, but Dane leans over and plucks the phone out of my hands before I can exit the app. “Whoa, whoa, whoa. Let’s not be hasty. I did not say anything about wanting to shut it off.”
They press the play button, and the saga of Dolly’s undressing fills the room again.
“Come on, Dane.” I unwrap my arms from around my shins and nudge them with one of my feet. “There’s no way you can take it seriously now.”
“Oh, I sure as hell can.” They set the phone down beside them and then crouch forward so they’re on all fours, their hands pressing into the mattress on either side of my rib cage. “Can you?”
My heart speeds up at the sudden proximity, and I find myself nodding.
They smirk. “Good. Now listen to the story, Princess.”
A thrill runs through me as I lay my head back down on the pillow. I close my eyes, my breath quickening when I feel the heat of Dane’s chest shifting over mine as they lower their lips to my neck.
“His lips trailed over her bare shoulder. He was warmer than she expected. She’d thought he’d be cold, cold as the icy blue of his eyes. She bit her tongue to keep from crying out when his hand closed over her breast.”
I squirm with anticipation as Dane glides one of their hands up over my ribs to do the exact same thing.
“He kneaded her supple flesh, his lips still working at the tender skin of her neck, and when he bit down, she finally gave in and whimpered.”
Dane mimics every movement the narrator describes, both of us making a silent decision to ignore the phrase ‘supple flesh.’
“Well?” they demand, their mouth close to my ear. “Are you going to whimper for me?”
I’m not sure if I can whimper on demand, and I end up making a weird squeak instead. I start to laugh, but then Dane bites down on my neck a second time, harder than the first, and there’s nothing fake about my whimper now.
“When she gasps, you gasp,” they say, their hot breath brushing my ear. “When she screams, I want you to scream, and when she comes, you come for me, Evangeline.”
I moan and arch my back as heat flares low in my stomach.
They pinch my nipple. “Understand?”
I nod.
We carry on like that through the rest of the scene, both of us getting swept up in the roles we’re playing as Dane acts out Prince Feynor’s exploration of Dolly’s body. They slide my lace underwear down my legs as Feynor cuts Dolly’s silk pair off her.
“He carried her to the Moon Throne, and she waited for him to push her to her knees, to demand she show him the depth of her servitude, but instead, he lowered her to a seat on the throne itself and guided her legs apart to reveal the treasure between them.”
We both tense up a little at the cringey wording but don’t break character as the narrator goes on to describe Dolly’s reaction to Prince Feynor licking her ‘treasure.’
I brace for the first stroke of Dane’s tongue, but instead of licking me, they thrust their tongue all the way inside me.
I let out an incoherent cry as I sit bolt upright on the bed. Dane pulls away, their eyes wide with alarm.
“Did I hurt you? What’s wrong? I’m so sorry!”
“No, no.” I shake my head as my face heats with embarrassment. “That just felt...No one’s ever done that to me before.”
“I won’t do it again.”
“No.”
Their eyes get even wider at the wild note in my voice.
“I mean, please,” I say, more controlled now. “Please do it again.”
Their expression shifts from terrified to turned on.
“As you command, but first, I think you should get your vibrator ready.”
“Oh. Right. Yeah.”
I feel a little dizzy, possibly from sitting up so fast and more likely from how amazing Dane is at touching me. I wait for the room to stop spinning before I roll to my side and pull my bedside table’s drawer open. I have three vibrators in there, and one more in my closet, but I just grab the simple bullet vibe since I think even that will have me coming faster than Dolly if Dane has anything to do with it.
“Here.” I hand them the rounded purple cylinder that’s about as long as a finger. “You twist the top to turn it on.”
They give me a grin that can only be described as devilish. “Good to know.”
The audio book has been playing this whole time. I focus on the words again and discover Dolly is now pulling Feynor’s hair while he thrusts three fingers in and out of her.
Dane raises an eyebrow. “You ready?”
“Um...” I lay back down and squeeze my eyes shut. “Yes. Please.”
They get themself back into position, but instead of their fingers or tongue inside me, I feel their hands spreading me apart, opening me up to them.
“Goddamn,” they hiss. “You’re fucking gorgeous.”
They keep their hands where they are, holding me like that as they slip their tongue inside me just like they did before. I’m ready for it now, but the sensation is still shocking. I wriggle on the mattress, trying to decide if I like it or not, but then they start to thrust their tongue in and out of me to a steady rhythm, and there’s no more room for confusion.
I like it a lot.
I grip the edge of my pillow with one hand and bury the other one in their hair, the words of the story not even registering anymore as I moan.
“So good,” I pant. “So, so good.”
They pull one of their hands away, and then I hear the vibrator click on. The familiar buzzing sound has me twitching before Dane even presses it to my clit. As soon as the smooth plastic is humming against me, my moans get deeper, and my whole body starts to tense up.
“Oh my god, Dane, you’re going to make me come so fast.”
They take the vibrator away and pull their head back enough to ask, “Did she come yet?”
“Huh?”
They chuckle at my confusion. “I told you earlier: you come when she comes.”
I find enough focus to tune in to the narrator just long enough to realize Dolly has not in fact come yet. I groan.
“You can wait,” Dane insists.
They press the vibrator to my clit again, and I’m about to tell them I really, really can’t when they slide two fingers inside me instead of their tongue. My eyes roll back, and I moan their name.
“That’s it,” they urge. “Just hang on a few more seconds. Just listen.”
There’s no way I’ll last if I don’t do something to distract myself from Dane’s fingers, so I shut my eyes and pay as much attention as I can to the story.
“She knew the guards outside could hear her screams, but it didn’t matter. Nothing mattered except the prince’s tongue as he brought her closer and closer to a climax she was sure would be her ruin. There’d be no escaping the Court of the New Moon after this. She was his. With one final lap of his tongue and thrust of his fingers, she reached the edge and—”
“Dane,” I warn, my voice strained with urgency. “I’m gonna come. Can I come? Please, can I come?”
Part of me already knows what they’re going to say, but I still need to hear it.
“Come for me, Princess.”
That’s all it takes. I fall apart for them. I let everything go, and it’s all for them, every gasp and moan and whimper. It’s their name that echoes in my head as I arch on the mattress and claw at the sheets, the ceiling above me streaked with stars.
There’d be no escaping after this.
The words from the story repeat in my mind when I finally go still, panting and sweaty. Dane shuts the audio book off, but I keep hearing the narrator’s voice.
There’d be no escaping after this.
“Hey. You okay?”
I nod as Dane lays down beside me. I roll to my side and nestle against them, letting them curl their body around mine and ward off the goose bumps that are starting to break out on my sweat-slicked skin. Even that doesn’t keep the words away.
There’d be no escaping after this.
My breathing starts to slow as I time my inhales and exhales with the rise and fall of Dane’s ribs against my back, but my heart keeps pounding as adrenaline spikes in my chest.
I might not be locked up in a throne room, but just like Dolly, I don’t know how the hell I’m going to escape what’s happening between me and Dane after this.



TWENTY



EVANGELINE
THE NEXT MORNING, I get up long before anyone else and leave the house just as I hear somebody heading for the bathroom upstairs. I shut the front door as quietly as I can and step out into the frigid Montreal air.
My breath clouds in front of my face, and I force myself to gulp a few deep, stinging breaths into my lungs while I stand on the landing at the top of the stairs. My heart is racing like I just completed some kind of high stakes escape mission instead of simply walking out of my own house.
I’m still jumpy as I make my way down to the sidewalk and start heading up the empty street towards the metro station. I don’t think I slept at all last night, and I’m sure my nerves are going to be shot for the whole day.
“It’s okay,” I mutter as I shift my backpack straps a little higher up my shoulders. “It’s going to be okay.”
That’s what I kept telling myself as I lay tossing and turning for hours last night, staring at the walls of my dark room in a vain effort to bore myself to sleep.
When Dane first kissed me in the kitchen, I thought sex would feel the same as the past three nights of making out. I thought we’d just be making the best of a crazy and stressful situation by acting on some basic mutual attraction, but what happened on the couch and in my room was way more than just attraction.
For the first couple hours I spent trying to fall asleep, I tried to deny it. I tried to tell myself I was just caught in the haze of some amazing sex, but around two in the morning, I realized denying what I felt would be way more stupid and dangerous than accepting it.
If I accept it, I can find a way to let it go.
Even after a whole night of thinking it over, I’m still not sure what it even is. I know I’ve never had sex like that before. I know I’ve never even wanted sex like that before. What Dane and I did last night was a new level of intimacy, and I didn’t realize just how much of myself I was sharing with them until it was too late to take it back.
Of course, there’s a part of me that doesn’t want to take it back at all. Opening up like that was effortless. It happened without intention or implication, without any concern for consequences.
I’m always concerned with the consequences. I plan for every possibility. I solve problems before they even happen. I don’t let life take me by surprise because I know just how devastating ‘surprises’ can be.
I do not go with the flow, but if I had to describe the way Dane and I interacted last night, the way we moved together, the way we listened to each other’s bodies, that’s exactly what I’d call it: we just flowed.
“It’s going to be okay,” I repeat, just before I step on a patch of ice hidden under a drift of snow in the middle of the sidewalk and nearly end up toppling over.
I swear under my breath and fling my arms out to steady myself before I continue trudging up the sidewalk, focusing on the pavement in front of me to ensure I get to school in one piece.
There’s almost no point in going. The whole metro ride to McGill passes by in a blur. My first lecture of the day is a class I share with my friend Chloe, and she ends up waving her hands in front of my face halfway through to check if I’ve somehow fallen asleep with my eyes open.
I lie when she asks me if everything is all right. I’ve been so wrapped up in the plan to the save the house, I haven’t even had a chance to tell her Dane and I kissed, never mind acted out a fey court role-play in my bedroom. Part of me wants to tell her everything right there in the lecture hall, but my shoulders end up drooping with exhaustion at just the thought of starting from the beginning.
The only moment I feel truly awake is when I check my phone after forcing myself to eat a sandwich at lunchtime and find a text from Dane. My heart rate kicks up just from seeing their name on the screen, and my stomach does an elated backflip before twisting with dread in the next second.
I am way too excited about a text.
I steel myself and swipe the notification away to ignore it, but I end up pressing too hard, and the message opens.
Hope you’re having a good morning. Thought you might appreciate this miracle.
There’s a photo attached to the text. I squint at the screen and then gasp when I realize what I’m looking at.
Jelly Bean is sitting on the kitchen island, nuzzling his head against Dane’s palm.
At least I think it’s Dane’s palm. It has to be, but I always thought Dane would end up losing a hand if they ever got close enough to Jelly Bean to try petting him.
My chest tightens as I stare at the photo. Jelly Bean looks so sweet with his eyes all scrunched up as he begs for scratches, and as I imagine Dane cooing his name and telling him he’s a good boy while the two of them get along for the first time in history, I realize my eyes are starting to sting.
What the hell is going on?
It’s like one night of amazing sex has totally shifted the rules of the universe. Nothing makes sense anymore. Nothing is going according to plan.
I put my phone back in my coat pocket without answering and wrap my arms around my stomach.
I need to get back on track. I need to stop thinking about this. I still don’t know if I’ll even have somewhere to live at the end of the school year, and we now have less than two weeks to convince Noelle to renew our lease. Whatever is happening between me and Dane, we cannot lose our focus now.
I put my phone on airplane mode for the rest of the day, and I’m way more successful at focusing on my afternoon lecture. After ending my day on campus with a study session in the library and a quick round of updates to my planner, I no longer feel like I’m getting pulled in a dozen different directions. I’m back on course, my whole life streamlined and efficient. I know what I want. I know what’s important to me. I know what I can count on, and anything that threatens to yank me away from certainty is just a distraction to brush aside.
I get all the way through the metro ride home without feeling so much as a crack in my resolve, but as soon as I switch my phone back on once I’ve climbed up to street level at Station Mont-Royal, I find three missed calls from Dane and four texts. I read through the first message, and my heart starts racing like I’ve taken a hit of adrenaline to the chest.
Hey. Hoping I didn’t make you faint or something with the Jelly Bean pic. Where are you right now? We have a situation at the house.
That one was sent almost two hours ago. I continue scanning through the ones below it.
Just checking in again. I think you’re going to want a heads up about this before you get home. Can you call me?
You around? I could really use some backup.
Heyyyy. I promise I’m not getting clingy or whatever, but I really need to talk to you.
A wave of guilt rocks through me even as my pulse continues to skyrocket with alarm.
They think I’m ignoring them on purpose, and it only takes a couple seconds for me to realize I am ignoring them. I left them on read after sneaking out of my own house this morning to avoid talking to them.
We slept together once, and I’m already a mess. My stomach churns, and I can’t help thinking I should have seen this coming. This is what happens when you let your guard down around someone who’s clearly wrong for you in every single way. Everybody gets hurt.
I push that all aside as I swipe my shaking finger over the screen to call them back. The shaking and the stomach flips might also have something to do with the extremely ominous texts. As the line rings a couple times, I start conjuring up images of Tante Noelle collapsing and getting whisked away to the hospital, or Mimi floating upside down in her tank, or a random electrical fire burning up all my books.
“There you are!” The familiar sound of Dane’s voice greets me. “I thought I was going to have to come hunt you down on campus.”
They don’t sound like anyone has died, but I’m too wound up to feel any relief just yet.
“What’s wrong?” I ask, my breath clouding in front of my face. “What happened?”
“Apparently ma tante invited Mark and his baby mama over for dinner, and they’re going to be here in like ten minutes. It’s their chance to look at the house before deciding if they want it for sure. She really sounds like she’s going to give it to them, like, tonight.”
I stop in the middle of the sidewalk, blinking as I process the words.
“That’s it?” I ask after a moment.
“Uh, I mean it is a pretty big deal.”
Now the relief does rush in, but it’s quickly replaced by a swell of anger. I don’t even know what I’m angry about. My emotions are so far out of control today I think I might actually be most angry at myself, but that doesn’t stop the rage from seeping out.
“Jesus Christ, Dane!” I shout. “Why couldn’t you just text me that? I thought somebody died! Why were you so freaking cryptic? That would have been, like, a two sentence text, and then we wouldn’t have had to drag this on all day. I could have been preparing and—”
I cut myself off when they clear their throat.
“Just a reminder that you left me on read and then ignored the rest of my texts and calls all day.”
They do their best to sound blasé, but I can hear the twinge of pain in their voice, and I know I put it there.
I tighten my grip on my phone, squeezing hard as the whirlwind of emotions keeps spinning and spinning inside me.
“I was studying,” I say, the words extra forceful as part of me tries to convince myself they’re true too. “I had my phone off so I could focus.”
“Okay, so how would a more detailed text have helped if you weren’t checking your phone?”
I stamp my feet on the icy sidewalk. “I don’t know, Dane! Okay? I don’t know. Just...Just...”
I’m panting now, my chest straining against my coat. I try to slow my breaths down, and I can’t. Even squeezing my eyes shut doesn’t help. My heartbeat keeps getting faster, the sound of it filling my ears.
I’m being ridiculous. I’m not making any sense, and all I want to do is flop down in the nearest snow bank and bury my head in a hole until everything stops.
I should never have slept with them.
I should never have slept with them because now I know how good we are together, and I can’t bring myself to believe it’s enough to balance out all the ways we aren’t good for each other. I’m not safe around them. It’s only been one day, and I’m already acting like someone I don’t recognize—or maybe someone I recognize all too well.
The way I’m speaking does sound a lot like the screaming voices I heard almost every night before the divorce while I huddled under the blankets with a book in my room.
That’s not what I want. Not ever again.
“Hey. Evangeline. Stay with me. Just breathe, okay? It will be all right.”
I shake my head and then remember they can’t see me.
“You don’t know that,” I mumble in between my gasps for air.
They chuckle, and somehow, the sound makes it a little easier to breathe.
“You’re right. I don’t, but I believe it.”
“How? Why?”
I don’t know if we’re only talking about the lease, but either way, I can practically hear them shrug. I can picture their flash of a grin before they speak.
“Because things usually do, even when it seems like they don’t.”
I wish that made sense. I wish I could stop all the worries and questions and demands for certainty, but I can’t. All I can do is tell them I’ll be home soon and end the call.
I force my feet to start walking the path to our street. I should be thinking up plans to handle dinner tonight, to somehow sway Noelle in our favor for good, but I keep coming up blank. I’m too busy fending off all the warring voices in my head.
I can’t stop thinking about things I’ve heard my mom say again and again.
You can’t trust chemistry.
If you do get married, Evangeline, make sure it’s to somebody just like you. Make sure there’s no room for surprises.
I thought she was crazy to keep reminding me when I’d seen her marriage implode firsthand, but now I realize I never understood the concept of chemistry until I kissed Dane, until their hands and mouth made me come alive in ways I’d only read about, until they opened me up like a book and traced their fingertips over my story.
I wanted them to know me. I wanted to know them too—every word, every twist and turn and surprise ending. I wanted to reach the very end and then go all the way back to the start.
I still do.
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EVANGELINE
I GET to the house and take the iron stairs two at a time up to the entryway. I’ve just reached for the door handle when Dane pulls it open from inside. It’s the first time I’ve seen them since last night, and despite whatever the hell is going on with me, when I see their familiar brown eyes with a few trademark locks of dark hair falling into them, all I can think about is pulling their face to mine and kissing them hard.
We stand there blinking at each other for a couple seconds, me still out in the cold, before they step back and swoop their arm out to invite me in.
“He’s here,” they whisper.
I spot the large pair of men’s black leather boots on the ground and the grey coat slung over the rack when I go to hang up my own. Tante Noelle’s laugh filters down the hall to the kitchen, followed by the bass note’s of Mark’s voice.
“No girlfriend?” I whisper back as I kick my boots off.
Dane shakes their head. “Apparently she had pregnancy stuff to deal with, but he might give her a video call tour of the house later? He’s honestly doing a terrible job of lying tonight. I don’t know how ma tante is buying it.”
“The power of love and all that,” I mutter as I sling my backpack on again.
I’m about to tell them I’m taking my stuff upstairs, but as soon as we lock eyes, we freeze.
I realize sneaking out this morning was a very smart move on my part; I can’t seem to go more than thirty seconds without remembering what it felt like to have their body on mine now that we’re in the same room. The tension is making it hard to focus on anything, and we really need to focus.
“We need a plan,” I say as I tear my gaze away from theirs. “I’m gonna put my stuff in my room. Come with me, and we’ll think of something.”
We pad up the stairs together, wincing at the loud creaks, but there’s no call for us to join our company in the kitchen. When we get to my room, Jelly Bean stands up and stretches his back where he’s been lying on my comforter. I wait for him to zoom off at the sight of Dane, but all he does is let out a soft meow and pace the length of the bed to indicate he wants cuddles.
“Wow,” I say as I drop my bag on the floor. “He really has had a change of heart.”
“Yeah, it’s a bit of a work in progress.” Dane bends over at the side of the bed and offers an outstretched hand to Jelly Bean.
He sniffs their fingers for a couple seconds and then trots over to me instead, but still, it’s a world of improvement.
It’s also not something I want to get caught up thinking about.
“So Tante Noelle really does seem set on giving them the house?”
Dane nods and crosses their arms over their chest. “She said she feels fate shifting, or something like that? I don’t know what the hell it meant, but when I asked her if we have to move out, she said the universe would probably move her hand after tonight.”
Normally I find Noelle’s mystical phrases charming, but now they have me rolling my eyes.
“Damn it,” I mutter, smacking my hand down on my thigh. “It’s just, we’ve worked so hard. She seemed convinced.”
“Yeah, and I thought Mark’s inability to produce a girlfriend tonight might tip her off, but all she did was ask him a few questions about the pregnancy, which he had zero answers for. Honestly, it was pretty funny. I shit you not, he did not know what a trimester was.”
Despite the sense of impending doom in the room, I still chuckle. “You know, based on what I’ve heard, I doubt Mark would know what a trimester was even if he did have a pregnant girlfriend.”
Dane laughs too. “That’s a good point. He’s been on his phone pretty much since he got here, probably Google-ing baby terminology, or like, trying to hire a last-minute fake girlfriend. I have no idea how he’s going to make this supposed video call happen. If this weren’t tied to us being able to live here, I’d be very amused.”
“Yeah, he’s probably...Wait.”
I freeze in the middle of stroking Jelly Bean’s back and stare into his blue eyes as he gives me a look that demands to know why I’ve stopped petting him. My brain starts going into overdrive, working through a dozen possibilities.
“What is it?” Dane asks.
“What if...” I push myself to my feet and start pacing up and down my carpet. “What if he really is trying to hire a girlfriend, or something like that? There’s got to be something on his phone that proves he’s making this all up. Noelle’s clearly about to give the house to him, and I don’t think you and me pretending to...to fall for each other is going to change things at this point.”
I falter for a moment, my pacing slowing to a stop, and glance up from where I’ve had my eyes glued to the carpet to find Dane watching me with an expression I can’t read.
That burning need to kiss them takes over, followed by an inevitable wave of confusion and panic.
We don’t have time for this.
I ball my hands into fists, digging my nails into my palms as I return to my pacing.
“We need to get into his phone. You said he’s been on it all night? That means we have a good shot at catching his password if we keep an eye out. Then, if we can get the phone away from him...”
I trail off and glance at Dane again to find them nodding.
“Damn. That’s good. How are we gonna get his phone, though? Do we just like, grab it? Like, ha ha, Mark, we’ve got you, bro.”
I shake my head, still trudging along the carpet as I visualize the scene unfolding in the kitchen. “We have to be sure we’ll actually find something, because it’s going to ruin our chance at the house if we try to have a gotchya moment and don’t actually get anything. Maybe if we—”
I pause at the sound of someone making their way down the hall. A couple seconds later, Tante Noelle appears in my bedroom doorway, beaming at us with a paisley maxi dress on and a string of seashells looped around her neck.
“Ah, vous êtes là! I thought I heard you come in.” Her eyes twinkle as she looks between the two of us. “Come, come! Dinner is almost served, and you have not met Mark yet, Evangeline.”
She steps into the room and loops her arm through mine before doing the same to Dane, and we both get swept up in the unconquerable current that is Noelle Bergeron as she starts leading us down the hall. Dane and I don’t even get a chance to look at each other until our descent down the stairs forces Noelle to break our human chain.
I crane my neck around to catch Dane’s eye where they’re making up the rear of our procession. They must read all my panic in my face; they place a hand on my back a second later, their touch warm and steadying.
When we get down to the entryway, they lean in close to my ear and whisper, “You ready to wing it?”
I don’t think I’ve ever been ready to wing anything, and today has been a constant stream of proof that I’m certainly not ready to change that, but I still follow in the wake of Noelle’s swaying dress as we head down the hall to the kitchen, my heart leaping into my throat.
Mark’s outfit is probably the only unsurprising thing about today. He’s wearing expensive-looking jeans and a tight white polo shirt, with one of those haircuts that’s long and stiff with product on top but buzzed on the bottom. It takes him about thirty seconds to look up from his phone after we’ve all filed into the kitchen.
“Mark, this is Evangeline.”
“Oh, hey.” He leaves his phone sitting on the island to come over to shake my hand. “Nice to meet you, Evangeline.”
I do my best to focus on his face and keep my eyes from drifting over to his phone.
“You too.”
“So, Mark...” Dane sidles past me as Mark and I let go of each other’s hands, coming to a stop beside the island. They prop one of their elbows right next to Mark’s phone and rest their chin on their hand. “You got any baby name ideas yet?”
“Oh, uh...” Mark heads back to reclaim his spot on one of the island stools while Tante Noelle starts fussing with a pot boiling on the stove. “Maybe like...Mark?”
I can see Dane holding back a laugh, and I have to press my lips together to silence my own snort as I head to the island to join them.
“Ah yes, a family name,” Dane drawls. “I like it. Any other ideas?”
“Uh...” Mark glances around the kitchen like a list of baby names might appear on the wall. He squints at something, and I follow his gaze to look over at the sink. “How about Dawn? That’s a name, right? Dawn?”
It’s also the name of our dish soap brand, spelt out in block letters on the bottle next to the faucet.
“Dawn!” Tante Noelle says in a dreamy voice. “C’est très jolie! I love that one.”
Dane nods. “So we’ve got Mark and Dawn. Any other contenders? Have you got a list on your phone or something?”
They manage to sound casual, but when our eyes lock, they wink.
“Uh, yeah. Yeah. Let me get it.”
He picks up his phone, and Dane stretches forward to reach for the bowl of apples set on a decorative plate in the middle of the island. The movement gives them a better view of Mark’s screen, and I hold my breath as the next few seconds seem to play out in slow motion.
I’m so concentrated I actually jump an inch in the air when Tante Noelle lunges over from the stove to smack Dane’s hand out of the apple bowl.
“Ah, ah, ah.” She wags a finger at them. “C’est prêt. Everyone into the dining room! We are having a fancy meal tonight.”
She starts herding the three of us out like cattle, leaving me and Dane with no chance to communicate. I notice Mark slide his phone into his pocket, and I know Dane must be able to feel my eyes burning holes into the back of their head all the way to the dining room. Once we arrive, they step aside and tell Mark to take the head of the table. I’m about to head for my own seat when I feel their hand close around my wrist.
“It’s seven seven one one,” they whisper in my ear before pulling away to flash me a quick grin.
I find myself grinning back as some of the nerves shooting through my system start to get tinged with excitement.
This might actually work.
Tante Noelle has already set the table with her fancy china and some linen napkins. A vase of white carnations rests in the middle of the pale green tablecloth. Dane and I claim seats across from each other. I unfold my napkin and place it over my lap, rubbing the soft fabric between my fingers as I watch Mark pull his phone out.
Seven seven one one.
All we have to do is get him away from his phone, which admittedly doesn’t seem like it will be an easy task.
Tante Noelle bustles into the room before anyone can make an attempt at small talk, both her hands swathed in oven mitts as she carries a large Dutch oven over to the table.
“Ma tante, let me help you!” Dane jumps to their feet and helps secure the pot on a trivet.
“Merci, merci. Could you be a dear and go get the basket of rolls off the counter?”
Dane nods and heads out of the room while Tante Noelle starts dishing up stew out of the pot with a big silver ladle.
“Smells good, ma tante,” Mark says without looking up from his phone.
Dane comes back with a basket filled with steaming, golden bread rolls and a second, empty bowl clutched in their other hand.
“Et voilà!” they say after setting the bread down. “And now, surrender your phones!”
They hold the bowl out like they’re collecting alms and then slide their own phone out of their pocket to drop it inside.
“Huh?” Mak asks when he’s finally peeled his eyes off his screen.
“It’s family dinner, and I for one think we owe ma tante the respect of staying off our phones to enjoy her delicious cooking without distraction. Let us revel in the joy of each other’s company instead!”
I don’t know whether I want to burst out laughing or give Dane a standing ovation as I watch them prance around the table with their phone bowl.
“Quelle bonne idée,” Tante Noelle says with a grin as she finishes scooping out the last bowl of stew. “I never know where on earth my phone is, but if it turns out to be somewhere in this dress, I will give it to you right away.”
Dane holds the bowl out to me next.
“Mine’s upstairs,” I tell them.
They wink and mutter, “Good girl.”
My thighs clench under the table, and I grip my napkin extra hard as they head for Mark next.
“You too, cousin.”
He starts to slide his phone into his pocket instead. “Oh, I’ll just keep mine. I’m waiting for a work call.”
“Now, now, Mark.” Tante Noelle points her ladle at him. “Where are your manners? If you get a call, you can answer when it rings. Dane is right. Eating is much better without distractions. Let me tell you about something I learned at a small monastery in Bhutan...”
Mark hesitates and then deposits his phone in the bowl with a sigh as Tante Noelle launches into a story about some Bhutanese monks.
“I’ll just put these in the entryway,” Dane says when she pauses for breath, throwing a loaded look my way.
When they come back in and take their seat, I feel their foot nudge mine under the table. They seem to be blinking some kind of Morse code at me while Noelle wraps up her story, and I realize they’re telling me it’s my move now.
It’s my turn to wing it.
I’m so tense my muscles take a second to respond when I try to stand up. Once I’ve managed to get to my feet, I announce that I’m going to wash my hands before I eat.
Dane gives me a reassuring nod before I head out of the room. The Mission Impossible theme song might as well be playing in the background as I do my best to take a slow and natural stroll out of the room. As soon as I’m out of sight, I sprint to the spindly table in the entryway where Dane has left the phone bowl.
I fish Mark’s out and turn the screen on. The bottom of my stomach drops when I realize I’m totally blanking on the code.
Shit, shit, shit.
This is why I don’t wing it. This is why I don’t do things on the fly. I need the certainty of a notebook and a list of points to check off, or the stress builds so much I can’t even remember four fucking numbers.
I close my eyes, doing my best to take deep breaths, but that doesn’t help. A whole movie reel’s worth of images start playing out on the backs of my eyelids as panic claws at my lungs.
Dane with their hands in my hair and my name on their lips as they fell apart for me on the couch.
My mom lying curled in a ball on her bed for six hours straight the day my dad moved out for good.
Chloe staring at me in the lecture hall today, asking me what’s wrong.
My parents screaming so loud in our backyard that the neighbours broke through our gate, thinking someone was dying.
Me shouting at Dane on the phone today.
Dane pushing their hair out of their eyes.
Me pushing Dane’s hair out of their eyes, my fingers trembling as my heart swelled in my chest.
I focus on that feeling. I cling to it, using it as a shield to block out all the rest.
I can do this.
When I open my eyes and turn the screen on again, I remember.
Seven seven one one.
The phone unlocks, and I click through to Mark’s text conversations. I only need to read one before I start grinning.
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DANE
“I’M JUST SAYING there’s always gonna be winners and losers in life. That’s just a fact.”
I stare at Mark as he’s speaks between bites of the bread roll he’s shoving in his mouth. As soon as I took his phone away, it’s like a switch flipped, and he’s gone from muttering a few words at a time to being incapable of shutting up. Evangeline has only been gone for about thirty seconds, and he’s already regaling us with his life philosophy.
Maybe it’s a family trait. Tante Noelle loves to wax philosophical too, but at least she’s actually interesting.
“Like, you’ve gotta decide who you want to be, or the world will decide for you. I decided to be a winner, and that’s what you should do too, Dane.”
I look up from where I’ve been zoning out on the steam rising from my bowl of stew and blink. I wasn’t aware these pearls of wisdom were for my benefit.
“Huh?”
“Exactly.” He nods like I’ve just agreed with him. “You’re the perfect example of this. You went to one of the most exclusive private schools in the city. You were all set up to go to college. Your parents would have covered all your expenses, and then you just didn’t go. You chose to lose.”
“Mark!” Tante Noelle is shooting daggers at him. It’s one of the only times I’ve heard her speak with a bite in her voice.
He holds up the remains of his roll like a white flag. “I’m not saying Dane is a loser. That’s my whole point. Nobody is a loser or a winner from the start. You get to pick, and Dane picked losing. Dane gave up.”
My shoulders have gone stiff and started to curl inward. A dozen different comebacks spring to mind, but they all die in my throat as something stronger than indignation takes over my body and makes my face burn.
I’m ashamed. I’m ashamed because this is how my family has always spoken about me—not just my dumb mean cousin, but my actual parents. I’m the kid that gave up. I’m the deadbeat, and it doesn’t matter how much I try to argue because at the end of the day, I don’t have anything to prove them wrong.
I’ve spent four years telling everyone I’m going to do something I haven’t made a single real step towards doing.
I keep saying I’m not ready yet, that I will be soon, but soon has come and gone. Maybe they’re the ones calling me a deadbeat, but I’m the one being a deadbeat.
“Mark, ҫa suffit,” Tante Noelle scolds, still glaring at him.
She doesn’t say he’s wrong. Maybe I’m just reading way too far into things, but I can’t help thinking maybe she’s finally lost her faith in me too. She’s giving the house to him. Maybe she’s joining the rest of the family in feeling ashamed of me too.
Maybe that’s why Evangeline ignored my text this morning. Maybe that’s why she got so mad about nothing on the phone. I thought we got back to normal once she came home, but I could have it all wrong.
Maybe she’s embarrassed she slept with me. If she weren’t already, she must be as she stands out there overhearing Mark talk about me like this while I just sit here and take it.
My throat is jammed with all my unspoken replies, and I’m gripping the sides of my chair so tight my hands ache.
“Look,” Mark continues, “I’m just saying that Dane is showing a lot of traits that people in my circles associate with losers, and—”
A whirl of movement in the doorway makes him pause. We all turn to watch Evangeline storm into the room, her face set in hard, determined lines and her shoulders braced like she’s ready for battle. She walks right up to the table and smacks her palm down on the cloth, making all our plates rattle.
“I don’t know who your circles are or what the hell you think a winner is, but if you think anyone in their right mind could call Dane a loser, you don’t know the first thing about them.”
Mark is staring up at her with his mouth hanging open, and I realize my jaw has gone slack too. In all the times I’ve seen Evangeline rampaging her way through this house, her rage usually directed at me or sometimes at books featuring the sudden deaths of characters she really liked, I’ve never seen her look so fierce, so purposeful, like she’d tear a wall down with her bare hands just to prove a point.
“Dane is smart and talented and a hard worker. They’re going to take the whole world by storm, and we’ll all be lucky just to get to watch. You might think they’re just sitting around not really doing anything with their life, and to be honest, when I first met them, I thought that too.” She throws an apologetic look at me before going back to glaring at Mark. “But I only saw that because that’s what I was looking for. Everyone just sees what they want to when they look at Dane, and so of course Dane hides away the parts of themself that contradict that. They’re protecting themself because they know their dream is really, really special and deserves to be kept safe.”
My eyes track her every move as she straightens up and lifts her palm off the table. My heart is going a mile a minute, and I have to remind myself to breathe. My chest feels too small to hold whatever is expanding inside it, swelling my lungs and straining against my rib cage, filling me up with more, more, more of a feeling I’ve only swallowed small doses of over the past few weeks.
No one has ever stood up for me like this. Jonah consoles me and Tante Noelle whisks me off on adventures away from all the bad stuff, but no one has ever stood and shouted in the bad stuff’s face for me like Evangeline is now.
“Dane is going to get everything they want, and I know they’re going to stay kind and generous even after they’ve succeeded. Honestly, it’s a miracle they’re still such a kind person with the way everyone has been treating them for so long. If you ask me, that’s a success in and of itself. It’s nobody’s job to judge how or when they find success, so maybe you should stop concerning yourself with how much of a loser Dane is and take a good look at yourself.”
She shoves her hand into her pocket and pulls out a phone. I’m still so caught up in her speech that I gasp right as Mark lets out a weird squawk.
I totally forgot about the phone.
Evangeline types the password in and then holds up the screen to show Mark’s list of text conversations. “Do your circles think it makes you a loser if you have to ask three different women to pretend to be your pregnant girlfriend so you can take over your aunt’s house?”
Now Tante Noelle gasps too. Everyone’s eyes are glued to the phone as Evangeline walks over and sets it down next to ma tante’s plate.
“I’m sorry we went through your phone,” Evangeline says to Mark, “but Tante Noelle wanted to see the best in you and wouldn’t believe the worst.”
Ma tante scrolls through the texts for a moment before looking at Mark, whose face is so red I’m kind of worried he has no blood left in the rest of his body. His eyes are bugging out, and he hasn’t moved since Evangeline pulled out his phone.
“Mark,” Tante Noelle says slowly, “explique ҫa.”
“M-ma tante,” he stutters, “it—it’s a joke. I—”
“Is it a joke that you called me your frail, senile relative who doesn’t know what’s good for her? Is that the funny part?” Her voice is calm and even as she raises her eyebrows at him. “Or is the funny part that all three women you asked said ‘Screw you, Mark’ as their answer?”
If I wasn’t still experiencing some form of emotional cardiac arrest brought on by Evangeline’s speech, I’d slap the table and shout, ‘Sick burn, ma tante!’
Mark is making a few strangled sounds, and Tante Noelle waits until he’s stuttered himself into silence before nodding her head at Evangeline and then at me. “Could Mark and I have some privacy? I think we need to have a little chat.”
“Of course,” Evangeline answers before heading out of the room.
She pauses just before she’s out of sight, turning to look at me where I’m still frozen in my chair. Our eyes lock, and I wonder if the whole room feels like it’s shifting and spinning for her too.
Something is different now. Something changed while I sat here watching her talk about me in a way no one else ever has. I don’t even talk about myself like that.
She believes in me. She really, really does, and maybe we’ve just witnessed evidence of how dangerous choosing to see the best in people can be, but she’s found the best in me. She admires the best in me.
When she stood up to Mark like that, I saw and admired the very best in her too. She really is incredible. She’d move mountains just to cross the final item off a check list. She’d traverse the entire ocean if that’s what she put in her planner for the day. She’s the most dedicated person I’ve ever met, and tonight, she was dedicated to me. She showed up with all the passion and loyalty she showers on the things that matter to her most.
I push my chair away from the table and rise to stand on my shaking legs. I cross the room to join Evangeline and follow her into the kitchen. Neither of us speaks. I can’t look away from the way her hair swings in time with her steps, and I can’t stop replaying the words she said in my head.
They meant something—something I’ve known for longer than either of us has been willing to admit.
When we get to the kitchen, Evangeline braces her hands on the counter with her back to me before letting out a deep breath. “Oh my god. I can’t believe that just happened.”
I open my mouth to tell her I can’t either, but no sound comes out. After a moment, she starts to laugh, the sound breathy and verging on hysterical.
“I just can’t believe....I mean, all this work, all that’s happened, and...” she gets out between giggles. “And all we had to do was break into his phone? Are we crazy? Why didn’t we find a way to do this way sooner?”
I stay quiet on purpose this time. I think I might have an answer, but I can’t tell if either of us is ready to hear it loud.
“Like, we really decided fake dating each other was the best plan?” she wheezes, her laughter getting louder and even more manic now. “Like what the hell? Why?”
She still hasn’t turned around to face me, and I notice her hands have started to tremble even as they grip the edge of the counter. She must feel the shift too. She has to. That speech in the dining room marked a moment neither of us can turn back from or undo. We’ve crossed a line, one we’ve been walking like a tightrope for weeks.
“Evangeline.” My voice comes out thick, and I pause to clear my throat. “Evangeline, I think...I think we both know why.”
I think this crossed the line between fake and real the very first night she kissed me. I think we might have started inching along that tightrope as soon as we came up with this plan.
Her shoulders tense at my words. The implication hangs in the air between us for a long, breathless moment before she shrugs and shakes her head.
“Anyway, I guess we...I guess we get to keep the house now? We did it, right? It all worked out, and now we...now we...”
There’s no end to that sentence. We haven’t planned an end. We’re still winging it.
“Now we figure it out,” I say as I take a few steps closer.
She lets out another nervous giggle. “Figure what out? We’re done, right?”
“Are we?” I murmur.
She whirls around when she hears me so close to her. Her eyes are wild, her chest rising and falling in quick, erratic rhythm.
I want to fold her into my arms. I want to rub circles into her back and stroke her hair. I want to keep her beside me all night. The excuses are gone, and I can’t ignore the truth.
I close the gap between us and raise my hand to hover my fingertips just beside her cheek. When she doesn’t pull away or tell me to stop, I cup her face in my hand, my thumb stroking over her jaw. Her eyes close, and she leans into my touch.
“You know, I feel kind of guilty,” she mutters, “that we got Mark in trouble for lying to your aunt when we lied to her too...right?”
I can’t tell if she wants me to agree with her or not. I can’t tell if she’s about to kiss me or run out the door.
“I don’t know,” I answer. “I think maybe...I think maybe we’ve been lying to ourselves.”
She blinks her eyes open, and her bottom lip starts to tremble.
I’m scared, but she’s terrified. Maybe she needs me to take the leap for us both.
“When you said what you did back there,” I say, my thumb still brushing along her soft skin, “I realized...I realized it’s not just a scheme or a plan. I think I realized a while ago, but when you said those things to Mark, it just hit me. It’s all real. I did fall for you, and—”
“Dane, stop.” Her voice cracks, and her eyes scan over my face in panic.
Still, she doesn’t back away. It’s like I can hear her mouth saying one thing, and her heart saying something else. I reach my other hand up to frame her face.
“I know it’s scary,” I murmur. “It’s really fucking scary, but I think you feel it too, and—”
“I can’t.”
She presses her lips together, her eyes turning shiny. I watch her blink a few times, but that only seems to get her closer to crying.
“You can’t what?”
I did it. I jumped, but she’s still up on that tightrope without me.
“I can’t...I can’t just...” She squeezes her eyes shut, but a couple tears still seep past her lids. “I can’t be with you...like that. For real. I’m just not...I’m not that kind of person.”
I wince, but I don’t let her go. “What do you mean?”
“I can’t just ignore everything that’s wrong about this. I can’t go into something without being sure it will work. If I’m going to be with anyone, it has to be...it has to be perfect.”
I wince again, and I can’t keep my breath from hitching as her words slam into me like a slap.
“I’m not good enough, am I?” I ask before I can stop myself.
“Dane, no!” She looks at me with watery eyes and shakes her head between my hands. “That’s not what I mean at all. I just mean that I’m me, and you’re you, and—”
“And you need someone who’s more than me.”
I drop my hands and take a step back as my face starts to burn. I’m an idiot. I’m so desperate for praise I took a couple compliments she shouted at my asshole cousin as proof she was falling in love with me.
“You don’t need to be more of anything, Dane. You’re so enough. I just...I need a plan, Dane. I need to know, and maybe I need it too much, but that’s who I am, and I don’t think I can change it.”
“I can make plans,” I say, my voice hoarse. “You know I can. Maybe I don’t do it that often, but I’ve planned my whole career, and—”
“Exactly!” she cuts in, her hands waving around as she starts to pace the kitchen. “What happens when you move to Vancouver? Have you thought of that? You don’t even know when you’ll move. Am I supposed to just hope for the best? I don’t even know what the best would be. I don’t know anything about how this would actually work, and I don’t think you do either.”
“We could figure it out,” I rasp.
She pauses her pacing to throw a pained look my way. “I need more than just figuring it out.”
When I don’t answer, she digs her hands into her hair and starts pacing again. I watch her walk the length of the kitchen a couple more times, and my blood starts to rush with an anger I can’t hold back.
“What exactly would being certain look like?” I ask. “What does perfect look like? Does it look like your books? The ones you like because they’re predictable in a way real life never is? You said that yourself, so what are you asking for here? I think you want something you don’t even believe in, Evangeline.”
She freezes in front of the sink, her gaze fixed on the ground as she mutters, “That’s not fair.”
“So tell me I’m wrong.”
“You’re...you’re...” she trails off and squints at the tiled floor for a long moment before she looks up at me with her own anger hardening her face. “You’re making me sound unreasonable for being worried about dating someone who’s the exact opposite of me.”
“We’re not, though. We’re not opposites.”
I blurt the words before I can consider what I’m saying. At first even I wonder what the hell I’m talking about, but as I stand there shaking my head while she blinks at me, it all starts clicking into place.
I only saw that because that’s what I was looking for.
Her words from the dining room echo in my head, and I realize we’ve both been so intent on seeing what we want to see it took us over two years to realize what’s really here.
“I’m not a deadbeat,” I say. “I am smart. I’m dedicated. I’m everything you said I was, everything you saw in me. Hell, my camera gear is even more organized than your room. We have our differences, but I’m not the total opposite of you. I’ve just been acting like it.”
She tilts her head, some of the lines in her face softening as she waits for more.
“And you’re not some uptight priss with no sense of humor who can’t even take a bathroom break without putting it in her planner.”
She lets out a shocked bark of laughter, but she doesn’t tell me to stop talking.
“You’re actually quite hilarious. I have the best time with you, Evangeline. You’re curious. You’re deep. You’re brave and loyal. You’re complex. You’re...you’re goddamn beautiful, inside and out.”
“Dane—”
“Please don’t tell me to stop,” I beg as I take a step closer. “Please don’t tell me we can’t give this a shot. Please, Evangeline. I’m—I’m laying it all on the line here. It was real for me, okay? It’s been real for a long time. Give me a chance. Give us a chance. I promise I won’t let you down.”
“Dane...”
She comes closer, and I raise my arms, ready for her to step into them as my heart jumps into my throat.
When there are only a few inches of space left between us, she stops.
“I wish...I wish...” she stammers as her eyes get glassy again. “I wish I could trust that. I really, really wish I could.”
I don’t get a chance to tell her to stop, to wait, to listen—to me and to herself, to the part of her I know is aching for me just like everything I have is aching for her.
She turns away before I can hold her again and runs all the way to her bedroom upstairs.



TWENTY-THREE



DANE
I’VE ONLY SEEN Evangeline once since Mark came over for dinner three nights ago. She’s been out of the house before I woke up on all three mornings. I swear she must have secret cameras installed in the hallways because she’s managed to navigate the routes to the kitchen and bathroom in the evenings without bumping into me once.
The only time I’ve spoken to her was the day after everything between us exploded. I saw light pouring through the crack under her bedroom door after I got back from handing out fliers outside a metro station with Jonah, and I couldn’t help knocking. I couldn’t help asking her to give this another shot.
I was practically begging, and she started tearing up, but when I finished pleading my case, all she did was shake her head.
She told me she was sorry. She said she just didn’t see how things could work out between us.
Then she closed the door.
We’re only on day three, but I’m already starting to think maybe there’s something to her whole denial routine. At least she hasn’t made an ass of herself. At least she hasn’t leapt into the unknown expecting to find some pillowy clouds at the bottom when there’s nothing but a cold and unyielding steel floor.
Maybe denying everything would have hurt less than this.
Jonah finds me literally slumped on my bedroom floor when he arrives just after nine. We’ve got a gig promoting some club on Boulevard Saint-Laurent. We spend most weekends in the summer doing club promotion, but with the smaller winter crowds, we usually stick to more lucrative ventures once the snow hits.
This week has brought an unexpected rise in temperatures to Montreal, so Jonah scored us a shift and then spent a good half hour this morning convincing me to crawl out of my cave of sorrow and take the job.
“Come on, you lump,” he says without any preamble when he bursts into my room and spots me stretched out on the carpet. “Let’s roll, dude. Put something alluring on.”
I snort. “I do not feel alluring today.”
“Yeah, no shit. Weren’t you in that exact same position when I called you this morning? Have you moved at all?”
I shrug. “Slightly. I’ve been editing photos. Sitting on the floor gives me a fresh perspective.”
“These photos?”
Before I can stop him, he’s grabbed my laptop where it’s sitting open on the carpet beside me and taken a seat on my bed. He props the laptop on his thighs, and I watch his eyes get wide as he stares at the screen.
“Shut up,” I grumble as my face starts getting hot.
“I didn’t say anything.”
“I heard your thoughts.”
He chuckles and sets the laptop aside. “What did my thoughts say?”
“That I’m pathetic.”
“Mmm.” He shakes his head. “Try again. I was actually mostly thinking about how good the pictures are. When did you take these?”
“Before...” I give up trying to calculate when the ache in my chest gets too strong. “Before a lot of things.”
I’m supposed to be editing the results from one of my model shoots, but I keep pulling up the pictures I took of Evangeline on our street that day she caught me trying to capture the sunset. I’ve started to edit them, doing my best to highlight every dazzling detail of her expression, to capture the way the sun seemed to caress her skin and play with her hair, to let her gentle beauty bloom and radiate like the sunlight itself, but I can’t get it right.
I can’t make it perfect.
“She still hasn’t talked to you?” Jonah asks.
I shake my head. “She’s avoiding me. I don’t know where the hell we’re supposed to go from here. Ma tante wants to talk about the lease, and I keep telling her we’ll do it soon, but what are we going to say? There’s no way Evangeline and I can keep our act up now, and I guess now that Mark’s dealt with, we don’t have to, but what are we telling ma tante?”
Jonah nods. “Yeah, you two definitely need to talk.”
“I don’t even know if she...” I pause and take a deep breath as my chest twinges. “I don’t even know if she still wants to live here. Can you keep living with someone after they shoot you down? Is there a social code of conduct for this situation? I mean, fuck, the whole point was to keep living here, and now we might have to move anyway. Fuck!”
I let it all out in a rush that leaves me breathless. Jonah waits until he’s sure I’m done before he pats the mattress beside him. “Come here.”
I prop myself up on my elbows to give him a ‘Do I have to?’ look, which he stares down with a ‘Yes, you do’ glare.
I heave myself to my feet and then plop down beside him on the bed.
“You’re in a bit of a mess,” he says.
I bark a laugh. “Thank you for the astute observation.”
He pats his chest. “You’re welcome. Anytime. But seriously, I’m sorry you’re going through this. I kiiiind of saw you and Evangeline coming as soon as you two came up with this plan, but I wish it had worked out different for you.”
He slings an arm around my shoulders, and I let myself lean into him.
“I just wish there was, like, a point to it all. I know I complained about her for years, but when we were together...I just don’t see how she can say it won’t work when it felt so right, so easy, even with all the things that make us different. It’s good to date someone who’s a little different from you, right? It makes you grow. I didn’t even actually date her, and she’s already made me want to grow so much. It hurts to know she doesn’t want any of this. It hurts so fucking much, man.”
He squeezes my shoulder and leans his head on mine. “I know.”
“I know I keep saying this, but I wish there was a point to it all. Am I supposed to just move out and forget about everything? Where would I even go?”
“I mean...” He lowers his voice to a gentle murmur. “Vancouver, right?”
I tense up and then sigh. “That’s what I’ve always said I wanted.”
“Is it what you want?”
“I...”
I trail off before I can tell him of course it’s what I want. If he’d asked me even a couple weeks ago, that’s exactly what I’d have said, without a trace of doubt.
“I’ve always thought I’d only feel good in Vancouver, that leaving it was a mistake, that bad things would just keep happening to me here,” I say instead.
Jonah makes a show of clearing his throat, and I let out a weak laugh.
“Aside from meeting you of course.”
“That’s more like it.”
We sit there in silence, and I let myself picture it, the moment I’ve been dreaming of for as long as I can remember: me stepping onto a plane bound for Vancouver, wheeling a whole carry-on suitcase full of top of the line camera gear up the aisle behind me, the whole rest of my life stretched out in front of me.
I didn’t think I’d ever be truly happy again until I got there—at least, not in the way I was happy when I was a kid, before all the bullying, before all the self-doubt, before I got labelled as a deadbeat who didn’t try.
“You felt good when you were with her, right?” Jonah murmurs.
I nod against his shoulder and whisper, “Yeah, I did. I felt better than I thought I could.”
We stay sitting like that until we’re on the verge of being late for our shift. I stand up to hunt around for something decent to wear, and we don’t say anything else about Evangeline.
At this point, there’s not much else to say.
    
EVANGELINE MANAGES to avoid me in the house for the fourth day in a row, but my head is a different story. She won’t leave my thoughts for a second.
After staying out until one in the morning enticing drunk people into a club, I let myself sleep in late before trying and failing to clear my head with an icy shower. I spend the rest of the afternoon hunched over my desk, caught in a cycle of working on model shots only to abandon them and open up the folder of Evangeline’s photos instead.
By the time three o’clock rolls around, I give up any pretence of doing what I’m supposed to and dive into editing the Evangeline shots instead. Just looking at the swoop of her blonde hair and the little crinkles at the corners of her smiling eyes is enough to have my chest aching.
I’ve had crushes before—big crushes, even, but I’ve never felt totally crushed like this. As I drag my cursor over Evangeline’s face to make the pink in her cheeks glow a little brighter, I realize maybe this is all bigger than just her.
She believed in me. She does believe in me, even if she doesn’t believe she’s right for me. She went from doubting my ability to even clean my room to declaring my inevitable triumphant success.
She gave me something I was starting to think I might never be able to give myself. Now it’s mine again, and the more I stare at her face on my screen, the more I realize no one is ever going to be able to take it away again. I might be losing her, but I’m not going to lose myself.
My fingers are a blur for the next hour. I reach a breakthrough, and the photos start to shift and transform to mirror exactly what I saw and felt as I took them. They’re tinged with the pain of hindsight now too, but they’re also infused with a new richness and beauty I was only just beginning to glimpse back then.
Evangeline stares at the camera like she’s got a secret, like she’s hinting at what’s to come—the good and the bad, the building and the breaking, every moment of ease and every difficulty lying in wait.
She stares at the camera like she’s got a story.
When I’ve worked for so long I know I’m starting to make the photos worse instead of better, I roll my chair away from my desk. I drag my hands through my hair and rub my eyes, which are strained and smarting from being fixed on the screen for so long. My stomach rumbles, but I don’t have time for dinner.
Evangeline has a shift at the vet tonight, but she’ll be home in a couple hours. If I play this right, I might be ready in time. I slide one of my dresser drawers open to grab the container of spare memory cards inside. While the photos transfer, I pull on a pair of black jeans to replace the ratty sweatpants I’ve been moping around in.
Once I’m ready to go, I jog down the stairs and swing by the kitchen to grab an apple out of the bowl on the island, since my rumbling stomach is going to need something to placate its hunger for a little while.
The warm streak is still holding out strong, and I unzip my jacket a little once I’ve stepped outside. The sidewalks are slick with melting snow and ice, but I risk texting and walking as I pull up my conversation with Jean-Guy, the dude I get all my prints from.
I met him at a fancy gala downtown during a catering gig I was doing dishwashing duty for. He was one of the event photographers, and I couldn’t help asking him a couple questions about his gear.
It turned out he also runs a small print shop, and my endearing wit and enthusiasm charmed him into giving me a ten percent discount for life. I don’t know if I’m endearing enough for a last-minute rush job after hours, but I’m prepared to turn the charm up to eleven if it’ll get me the prints tonight.
I take the metro all the way over to Saint-Henri, and when I pop out of the ground and get reception again, I find a text from Jean-Guy telling me to come over and he’ll see what he can do.
I speed-walk the few blocks over to the shop and break into a full-on sprint when I see the familiar faded sign spelling out Imprimerie Brossard above a brick corner unit down a side street from the main shopping road. I hurry inside and take a deep breath of the acidic smell of ink tinged with a bit of musk.
“Et voilà, c’est Miss Vogue,” he calls out over the whir of a few printers once he spots me.
Usually anyone calling me miss anything would cause a mild-to-moderate internal gender freak out, but somehow Jean-Guy’s nickname for me never gets on my nerves.
“Is it a fashion emergency?” he asks in French, weaving around all the equipment filling the cramped room to meet me by the front counter. His ever-present greying top knot is sitting lopsided on his head.
“Not fashion today,” I tell him, speaking in French too. He always insists I’m going to shoot for Vogue someday since I get so many models’ photos printed here. “It’s, uh, for a friend. That’s why I need it so fast.”
“Well, good thing you caught me. It’s bingo night tonight, but I can finish something small for you. How many shots?”
“Just four,” I answer, “and eight by tens would be great.”
I hand over the memory card, and he takes it behind the counter to fit it into a laptop. I glance around the cluttered shop as he gets things set up, and when I look back at him, I find him smirking.
“A friend, hein?” he asks.
I make a show out of rolling my eyes. “I’d tell you to shut up, but you’re doing me a favor.”
It only takes a few minutes for him to get the photos done. He asks if I want to see them before he packages them up, but I shake my head; I might just lose my nerve if I stop and think about what I’m doing.
He wraps the photos in tissue paper and then slides them into a thick, stiff envelope before handing them to me. He tells me they’re on the house and then waves off all my protests, insisting I just need to invite him to a Vogue party someday as repayment.
We both laugh at that mental image for a moment.
“Jean-Guy....” I say, pausing with my hand on the door once I turn to leave. “Are they...are they good?”
He stares at me for a moment and then claps a hand over my shoulder while he grins. “Best I’ve seen from you yet, Miss Vogue.”
I head out after that and spend the whole metro ride back to the Plateau bouncing the envelope against my knees. My fingers are itching to open it, but I get myself back to the house without caving.
Evangeline’s coat and boots are still missing from the entryway. I jog upstairs as soon as I’ve kicked my own boots off, just to check if she might be in her room, but it’s empty and dark, lit only by the soft glow of Mimi’s tank light.
I take a few steps inside to get closer to Mimi and murmur, “Could you put in a good word with your mom for me?”
She stares at me with her usual blank expression. The little pink fronds adorning her head sway in the water. I turn to leave and end up jumping a foot in the air when I find Tante Noelle standing in the doorway.
“Jesus, ma tante!” I shriek. “I didn’t hear you.”
She chuckles. “Desolé, my darling. I was in the library and heard you come home. Evangeline said I could borrow some of her books while she’s gone.”
“Oh, that’s nice of her.” I place a hand on my chest to try and slow my heart down. “Did she tell you if she’s working late at the vet tonight? She usually gets back right about now.”
Instead of answering, ma tante frowns and props one of her hands on her hip, making her stack of bangles jingle.
“What?” I ask. Her expression has my heart racing all over again. “What’s wrong?”
She squints at me. “Evangeline didn’t tell you she was leaving?”
The question rings in my ears. “Leaving?”
Ma tante nods, her expression softening. “She took the train to Toronto this morning. She is staying with her mother for a bit.”
“A bit?” I almost lose my grip on the envelope. “What does a bit mean? She has school. She has the vet. She has Mimi and Jelly Bean and...”
And me.
She didn’t say anything to me.
“It’s reading week at the school. I have instructions for Mimi and Jelly Bean,” Tante Noelle answers, her voice low. “She said she’ll be gone all week.”
A week.
I can’t tell if that hits me with a rush of relief or a zap of pain. It’s not forever, but there’s no doubt she left because of me. Evangeline would never go off book like this. I forgot all about reading week, but I know she mentioned she was spending it here. She wouldn’t shift plans at the last second unless something truly awful happened.
I’m the awful thing. She’s so opposed to being with me she ran all the way to Toronto.
“Did she say why?” I ask, my voice thick. My ears strain to hear some impossible confirmation that this has nothing to do with me.
“She said she needed time to herself, time away from...everything that is happening here.”
I try to swallow the lump in my throat, but I can’t. My eyes start to sting, and part of me wants to rip the stupid envelope I’m clutching into a dozen pieces.
“Ma tante...” I say as my shoulders start to shake. “I...I have something to tell you.”
“Oh, my darling!” She sees me on the verge of breaking down and swoops in to sling an arm around my shoulders and lead me out of Evangeline’s room. “Come, come. Let’s sit down.”
We head for my room. She gets me settled on the edge of my mattress and then plops down beside me.
“Things are not so good with you and Evangeline, hein?” she asks.
I nod a couple times. “Yeah, that...that sounds about right. I...I have to tell you something, and I don’t think you’re going to like it, but there’s no point hiding it now. I’m really sorry. I...”
I trail off and take a few shuddering breaths while she rubs her hand up and down my back.
“Ma tante,” I say when I’m ready to try again, “Evangeline and I...we weren’t really falling for each other like you thought. When you said you might give the house to Mark, we realized he was lying and tried to tell you, but we couldn’t prove it, and you seemed like you really wanted to believe he was being a good person. We didn’t want him taking advantage of you, but also...also we didn’t want to lose the house, so we...we lied to you. It was awful of us, and I’m so sorry.”
Her hand goes still for a moment, and I brace for her to get up and walk away, but then her strokes continue as she nods. I search her face for any indication of what she’s feeling, but she looks as nonchalant as ever as she stares at the dark street outside my window.
“We made the whole thing up—the story about the shower, the flirting, the times you thought you caught us together. We were doing it all for show, but then...”
The lump in my throat gets even bigger, and I have to stop.
“Then it wasn’t for show anymore,” she finishes for me.
I nod and rasp, “Yeah.”
She starts to chuckle, and I squint at her. I don’t know what about this could possibly be funny.
“I appreciate your apology, Dane, but it’s not needed. You two weren’t as sneaky as you thought. I knew you were up to something as soon as you told me that story about Evangeline running around in a towel.”
I blink. “Huh?”
She chuckles again and pats my back before lifting both her arms up to stretch, her bracelets jostling and jangling.
“I am not as easy to pull a fast one on as people think. I knew ton cousin was up to something too, and I thought, hmmm, let us see how the universe handles this one.”
I sit there staring at her as the past couple months play out at warp speed in my head.
“You...knew?”
“Ben ouais, my darling. I knew.”
I shake my head, trying to get it to clear. My knees have started to knock together, and my whole body feels tense and tight. “So you weren’t ever actually going to give the house to Mark?”
She shrugs. “Not unless he really did show up with a baby, but I was quite sure that wouldn’t happen. I thought perhaps his time to learn a lesson had come.”
“So you...you lied to us?”
My voice is trembling, but I’m not on the verge of tears anymore. There’s a fire sparking in me now, one that’s ready to burn this whole room down. Ma tante goes still, and the grin drops off her face when she hears the edge to my words.
“This was all for nothing,” I say. “Absolutely nothing. We were never going to lose the house. You could have taught Mark a lesson some other way. You could have kept us out of it. You could have...but no, no. You couldn’t have.”
I push myself to my feet and stand in front of her with my arms crossed, staring her down as an anger I’ve never felt towards her in my whole life clouds my vision and makes my blood boil in my veins.
I’ve been irritated with her before. I’ve been frustrated. I’ve even been exasperated, but I’ve never looked at my aunt and felt the kind of fury I do now.
“You couldn’t have because we’re soul mates, right? Because it’s your job to play with us like we’re just little dolls or pawns in some game you can win. You have fun with it, right?”
“Dane...” She stares up at me with pain creasing her face, but I can’t stop myself from going on.
“You think it’s okay to mess around with people’s lives just so you can say you’re a good matchmaker. You think it’s okay to mess around with my life? I thought I could count on you. I thought you were looking out for me, but look—look where this has left me! Look where it’s left Evangeline. My heart is breaking, ma tante, and maybe you should have given the damn house to Mark, because there’s no way we can both keep living here now. It was all for nothing.”
My voice cracks on the last word, and I turn away to brace my hands on my dresser while my shoulders keep shaking.
“Dane, I am so sorry. I—”
I hold up a hand, and she goes quiet. “Ma tante, please. I really can’t deal with this right now. I... I’m right back where I started, only it’s worse now. It’s so much worse. I wish...”
I try to say I wish none of this had happened, but the words get stuck in my throat.
If none of this had happened, I’d be living here, bouncing from job to job and lying to myself about being almost ready to move to Vancouver. Evangeline and I wouldn’t interact much except to argue with each other, and my chest wouldn’t ache every damn time I said her name or pictured her face.
That life would be easy. It would be safe, but it’s gone now, and there’s nothing left for me in this house. There might not be anything left for me in this whole city.
Without looking at ma tante, I whirl around and head for my closet. There’s a bunch of crap in the way, but after clearing out some boxes and stacks of old sweaters I keep meaning to get rid of, I find my dark blue suitcase shoved into a corner at the very back of the closet.
“Dane,” ma tante whispers as I drag the suitcase I’ve barely ever used out to the middle of my floor, “qu'est-ce que tu fais?”
I look at her, and my heart cries out in pain when I see her face twisted with distress. We’ve both hurt each other, but I don’t have it in me to fix things yet.
“I’m going,” I tell her. “I’m going to Vancouver. I’m finally going.”
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EVANGELINE
“WHAT’S the point of having a train schedule if the trains don’t show up on time?” my mom asks. She reaches over to nudge me when we pull up at a red light and grins. “Right, honey? If you and I ran the station, I bet the military itself would be taking notes from us.”
I let out a weak chuckle and keep my eyes trained to the windshield as the car starts moving again.
My train was exactly twelve minutes late, and normally I’d have something even snarkier than her to say about it, but I’ve spent the past few days feeling like the farthest thing from normal. It’s like I’ve taken the passenger seat in my own life. I’m watching someone else drive the car and wondering how I even got on this road in the first place.
“It’s so nice to have you here!” my mom gushes as we make our way through a residential area made up of streets lined with identical, boxy duplexes. “I have so much planned for our girls’ week. I’ll have you look over my ideas, and you can add anything you want. My treat!”
She thinks my decision to spend reading week in Toronto was brought on by a simple desire for a change of scenery. I haven’t filled her in on anything about the situation at the house. I’m not even sure I want to, but she’s bound to pick up on how out of sorts I am soon. I didn’t even perk up at the mention of going over a schedule together, and that’s usually our ultimate form of mother-daughter bonding.
As we weave our way through the maze of duplexes to get closer and closer to hers, I turn from staring at the road to watch her as she chatters on about work and what she’s been up to lately.
Her eyes are bright, and she glances over to meet my gaze and smile at me every few seconds. The contrast between this jubilant version of her and the constant stress and complaints she always brings to Montreal strikes me more than it ever has before.
She really is an entirely different person when she’s far away from my dad.
“Are you hungry?” she asks as she turns the car into her driveway. “I can make you a snack.”
“Oh, um...” I haven’t had much of an appetite the past few days. I had a few bites of cereal for breakfast and then spent the whole train ride feeling nauseous, so I skipped lunch. “A snack might be nice. Maybe just some toast or something like that?”
She squints at me while she pulls her seatbelt off. “You okay, sweetie?”
“Yeah, I’m fine. Just can’t decide if I’m hungry or not.” I force a laugh, and she stares at me for another moment before she shrugs and gets out of the car.
The smell of lemon-scented cleaning products greets us when we get inside. The place is as immaculate as ever, decorated in varying shades of white with a few wood accents. She’s still working on filling it with furniture since she had almost nothing to bring with her from Montreal.
Both my parents are still paying off divorce debts, but little by little, my mom has started making a life for herself here. It just took about a decade for her to actually start.
My stomach churns, and I push the bitter thoughts aside to focus on taking in the details of the house. Despite how small and simple it is, the duplex could be a front-page article in a minimalist decor magazine. My brain swoons for all the organization and clean lines, but part of me already misses Tante Noelle’s kooky knickknacks and wild patterns.
My heart lurches in my chest as soon as my thoughts drift to Montreal, and before I can stop myself, I’m picturing where Dane might be right now, what they might be doing, whether or not Noelle has told them I’m gone.
I meant to tell Dane myself. I had my hand raised to knock on their door a few minutes after I bought the tickets last night, but something kept me frozen in place with my knuckles hovering just an inch away from the wood.
I could hear the click of their keyboard inside and the sound of them muttering like they were concentrating. I pictured them working on some photos, using their editing skills to create the magic they told me about.
For a moment, I prayed for the door in front of me to melt away, for everything separating me and Dane to fade into nothing.
Then I heard Noelle call out to greet Jonah when he showed up downstairs, and I ran back to my room like I was about to get caught stealing.
“Still want that toast?” my mom asks as she brushes past me to the kitchen.
“Oh. Yeah. That would be great.”
She pokes her head back around the kitchen wall to stare at me in the entryway. “You can put your stuff in the guest bedroom and get settled. You sure you’re okay, honey?”
I force myself to nod. “Uh-huh. Just tired.”
That part isn’t a lie. As I haul my small suitcase up the narrow stairs, I realize how totally exhausted I am. I’m panting by the time I get to the top, and the suitcase feels like it’s filled with sandbags instead of the few outfits and toiletries I packed in a rush.
The wheels squeak against the vinyl floor as I drag the bag over to the guest room. It’s just big enough for a double bed and a basic IKEA dresser. My mom has put most of her focus so far on the first floor, so the walls are all bare in here.
I set my suitcase down on the carpet and flop back onto the plain white comforter to stare up at the ceiling. After a moment, I hug my knees to my chest and roll to my side to curl into a ball.
It’s strange to visit your parent in a home you’ve never lived in. Even though my mom has been here for over a year and I’ve visited for some holidays and long weekends, I still feel like an intruder when I’m in this house. It’s the same feeling as when I go to my dad’s apartment in Montreal.
We used to have a home together, and now we don’t. We used to be safe, and now we’re not.
I don’t know how you’re supposed to ever feel truly safe again after losing something so important.
I lay there for a long few minutes, wishing there were a pair of arms wrapped around me besides my own, or at least a voice to talk to on my phone. I could call Chloe. I’ve finally filled her in on what’s been going on with the house and Dane, and she does have some firsthand insight into life with divorced parents, but her voice isn’t the one I want to hear.
The voice I want to help me through this mess is also the reason I’m in it.
“Evangeline, I have your—oh. Oh no, what’s wrong?” My mom rushes in from the hallway and sets a plate of buttered toast down on the dresser. “You are sick, aren’t you?”
I shake my head, but now that I’m lying here, I can’t make myself get up. I stay curled in a tight little ball as she sits down on the bed beside me.
“I’m not sick. I’m just...I’m just tired.”
She clucks her tongue. “Honey, whatever it is, you can tell me.”
She smoothes my hair away from my face and tucks it behind my ear. The simple gesture makes my chest get tight, but my eyes start stinging when I realize she’s wrong.
I can’t tell her. I can’t tell her because I know what answer she’ll give me, and it’s not the one I want. I thought leaving Montreal would help clear my head. I thought getting out of the house would give me the space I needed to bring my priorities back into focus, but being in Toronto is just making it clear I no longer have any idea what my priorities are.
The things that used to matter don’t matter anymore. The things I never wanted now feel like what I want more than anything in the world. Everything that was certain is shifting, spinning, churning, and I want it all to stop and make sense again.
I need things to make sense.
“Honey...” My mom’s hand hovers over my shoulder, and I hear the hesitation in her voice. “This doesn’t have anything to do with your father, does it? Is he upset you’re spending reading week with me? Because if—”
“No, Mom!” The words burst out of me before I can stop them. “Not everything has to do with Dad! Could we please, for once, go more than an hour without talking about him? Wasn’t that the whole point of moving to Toronto? To forget about him?”
The room gets so quiet I can hear the trace of a breeze outside. I think my mom might actually be holding her breath. A surge of shame makes my skin get hot, and I wish I could bury myself under the comforter.
“I’m sorry,” I blurt. “That was mean. I’m just...I’m just going through something, and it’s extra hard to think about the...the d-divorce right now.”
I hear her sharp inhale. For all the complaints she makes about my dad, she rarely says the D word out loud.
“It’s okay,” she says in a quiet, strained voice. “I accept your apology. I’ll give you some time alone.”
She gets to her feet and heads for the hall, but just as she’s pulling the bedroom door shut behind her, I sit up and tell her to wait.
“Mom, do you...do you wish you never met him?”
Her face creases into an expression I can’t read, and for a moment, I think she’s going to yell at me or slam the door shut and stomp downstairs. I can see how tight she’s gripping the doorknob even from here.
“What...what makes you ask that?” Her voice is eerily calm.
“I just...I think I just need...I need it to make sense. I need there to be rules. I need to know it couldn’t have been any other way, that it can’t be any other way for...for me.”
She closes her eyes and takes a deep breath like she’s steadying herself before she makes her way back to the bed. We sit side by side in the plain bedroom, our shoulders just a couple inches apart.
“You are a lot like me, you know,” she says as she folds her hands in her lap. “Even when you were a little toddler, you loved to sort things. I never had to beg you to clean up. I think the clean up song was actually your favourite part of playtime.”
We laugh together for a moment, but it doesn’t dissolve the tension that has us staring down at our knees instead of at each other.
“Even as a kid, it was important to you to be punctual, dedicated, thorough. You were such a good student. You were like a mini adult by the time you started going to school, and I was so proud. I think sometimes...sometimes it was even hard for me, your mother, to remember you were just a child.”
She sighs and interlaces her fingers, stroking her thumbs along the tops of her hands. I’ve stopped moving altogether, like even shifting my weight on the mattress might break the spell of this moment.
“Sometimes I’d see him in you too, though. When he’d take you out in the yard to look at squirrels, or when he’d read you those talking animal stories you loved, or...or even when he bought you that goddamn cat.”
Again, we laugh, even though there was nothing funny about the fight that followed Jelly Bean’s arrival at our house.
“You got all the best parts of him. You got the parts I fell in love with. You got...you got the things he was in spite of me, not the things he was because of me.”
“Mom!” I risk reaching over to place my hand on her knee. “Mom, don’t say that.”
She shakes her head. “It’s true. Your father and I...we did not bring out the best in each other. It’s taken me a long time to realize that. I still have a long way to go. I’m angry. I’m so angry at him, but as much as I felt like he became someone I didn’t know after we got married, I’ve realized maybe he felt the same about me. We weren’t good for each other. We were too different.”
I wince as something deep in my chest cracks while I process her words.
“So you do wish you never met him, right? If you could have avoided all that?”
“Evangeline.” She raises her voice enough to make my name echo in the bare room. She stands up just to kneel down in front of me and take both my hands in hers. “I want you to listen very carefully, okay? I should have said this sooner. I should have said it from the start. I will never regret marrying your father. Even if it had been ten times worse and left me ten times more in debt, I would never regret it. Do you know why?”
I shake my head. This doesn’t add up. She should be telling me she’d give anything to go back in time and never even give him the time of day.
“It’s because marrying him gave me you, and you are the very best thing that’s ever happened to me.”
I gasp. “Mom...”
I can’t get any more words out before I start to sniffle. Her face gets blurry as the first few tears well up and trickle down my cheeks.
She squeezes my knees. “That’s true, Evangeline. You can trust that. I’m just...I’m so sorry I haven’t been acting like it. I haven’t protected you, have I? You’re my daughter, but you’re also his daughter, and I’ve been putting you in the middle, haven’t I?”
“I mean...” I start to say in between sniffs, but I can’t really deny it when it’s true.
She nods. “I know. I’m so sorry. I just...I feel like I’m someone else when I even think about him, but that isn’t your fault or your problem. I’ve crossed the line way too many times. I mean, that you could even think I wish I never met him...God, I’m so sorry, Evangeline. Please know that even in my worst, worst moments, I never wished for a life that didn’t have you in it.”
I bob my head as the tears really start to pour. “I know.”
I do know, deep down, that she wouldn’t trade me for anything. I’ve always known it, but the pain and rage of the divorce made it so hard to see sometimes.
“I knew it was hard on you,” she says as she starts stroking her thumbs along the sides of my knees, “the...the divorce, but I knew that would be hard on any kid. I didn’t see...You’ve felt like this for a long time, haven’t you? You felt like I regretted you?”
“I just...” I say with a gulp. “I just didn’t see how you wouldn’t, when you’ve spent my whole life telling me not to make the same mistakes you did.”
She shakes her head. “Oh, honey, you are not a mistake. I should never have used that word. There are things I regret, yes, and there are things I wish hadn’t hurt so much, but it...it doesn’t matter, because it did happen that way, and that’s all there is to it—or at least, that’s what I’m trying to learn. I still have a hard time with the whole peace and acceptance thing, as you’ve seen.”
She gives me a weak smile I manage to return, even as tears continue dripping down my cheeks.
“Maybe I should spend more time with that Noelle Bergeron, huh? Do you think she has some miracle hippie cure for all this?”
My mom laughs, but I can’t fake joining in. I’d give anything for a miracle cure. I’d give anything just to have my parents in the same room at my college graduation next year, smiling and proud of the one thing they still share.
I’d give anything for just one small moment of having a family again, no matter how fractured we might be.
I press my lips together as a huge, hiccupping sob threatens to force its way up my throat. My mom’s laughter dies out, and she tilts her head as she watches me.
“What’s going on, honey?” she asks before raising herself up and joining me on the bed again. “You can tell me. I promise I won’t make it about your father.”
That one gets a watery laugh out of me. “I mean, maybe it is about Dad. I...I just feel this desperate need for certainty in all areas of my life, and I keep wondering...how did you know Dad was wrong for you? You always say you should have seen it coming, so when you look back...what are you looking at? What’s the moment when you should have known?”
She tilts her head away from me to stare across the room, and it takes me a moment to notice there are tears gathering in her eyes too.
“Oh, Mom, I’m sorry,” I rush to say. “We don’t have to talk about this.”
“No, I...I think we do,” she whispers. “I knew the divorce shook you up. I knew it turned your whole life upside down, but I didn’t...God, Evangeline, I’m so sorry.”
Her chin drops down to her chest, and I reach over to take one of her hands in mine. “I know, Mom.”
I can’t tell whether I should be feeling a rush of satisfaction or just the hollow ache that’s growing in my stomach. I’ve wanted her to see my pain for so long, but I don’t think I’ve ever wanted to punish her for it. Watching her break down like this feels a lot like dishing out punishment.
“I know it wasn’t easy,” I tell her. “I know you didn’t really have anyone except me once he left.”
“That wasn’t fair to you, though,” she answers, her voice low and cracked. “None of it was fair, and I’m so sorry.”
I squeeze her hand and let a moment of silence wash over us. She’s right; none of it was fair, and that’s kind of all there is to it.
She takes a shuddering breath and then raises her head to speak again. “I can at least answer any questions you have. As for when I knew, or should have known, I think...I think it was the way we brought out the worst in each other. We could never do anything right for one another. It was always bicker, bicker, bicker, even when we first started dating. People tell you couples who fight a lot are just passionate, and I was young and in love enough to believe it, but I always sort of knew there was something wrong. I just thought I could fix it.”
I let go of her hand and cross my arms over my stomach as the gnawing ache inside gets even sharper.
A lot of that sounds like me and Dane. We’ve been bickering since the day we met. We have such different definitions of the right way to do things. We clash.
“I always felt like I was making him worse instead of better,” my mom says, “and like he was doing the same to me. That’s not what it’s supposed to be like.”
I nod, hunching forward to wrap my arms a little tighter around my stomach.
“I don’t know about certainty, though,” she continues. “You know what they say about hindsight.”
She pauses to tap the side of her glasses, and I force a twisted grin for half a second before my mouth drops back into a grimace.
“I’ve always been a planner,” she continues, “just like you. It makes me feel good—safe, even, but...I honestly think I might have been able to handle the divorce better if I hadn’t been so fixed on a plan. I might have been able to see things more clearly if I hadn’t been so set on my goals for the relationship. I know I...I’ve made you feel like planning and preparing is important, and it is. Don’t get me wrong. I just wouldn’t want to see you lose those wild parts of yourself. You aren’t just like me. You have this...this magic I’ve always been in awe of. It’s the same magic I saw in him, and you need to keep that alive.”
I turn my head to gawk at her. She’s never said anything like that to me in my whole life.
“You...you really think that?”
She holds my gaze and nods. “I do.”
Another moment of silence passes before she breaks it with a laugh.
“Now I really sound like I’ve been hanging around with Noelle Bergeron, don’t I?”
She must notice the flash of pain I feel at the mention of anything to do with Dane and Montreal; she starts to rub my back as she bends forward to ask, “Is there anything you want to tell me? Or anything else you want to ask?”
There’s a small, scared kid in me that wants to ask if me, my mom, and my dad will ever be together again, just for a moment, just for me, but that kid is also scared to know the answer. I shake my head.
“It’s just a lot to think about,” I murmur.
“I know, sweetie.” She gives me a kiss on the top of my head, and my chest warms at the small act of care. “How about I go heat your toast up?”
I’m back to thinking I might not be able to eat, but I tell her that would be nice. Once she’s gone, I tip over to curl myself into a little ball again as everything she said bounces around my mind.
On the surface, Dane and I sound just like her and my father: drawn together by everything that makes us different even as it pushes us apart. We haven’t even dated for real, but we’ve been driving each other crazy for years.
Still, as hard as I try, I can’t make myself believe we only bring out the worst in each other.
The way I feel when they hold me, when they take care of me with a little touch or a look—even when we’re in the midst of an argument—could never be the worst of anyone. They pull me away from all my plans, but when they do, they support me just like I’ve always counted on all my schedules and checklists to do.
They make the future feel full of wild possibilities I couldn’t possibly predict, and even if that’s terrifying, it’s also exactly what my mom called it: magic.
Magic only happens past the point of control. If the hundreds and hundreds of books I’ve read have taught me anything, it’s that magic takes trust. It takes belief and courage and a willingness to work with something greater than you. Whether you’re shooting spells out of your hands or just finding your way to a soul mate, magic is an act of letting go and trusting in something beyond certainty.
That’s always felt impossible for me, but when I’m with Dane, I taste magic in every breath.
I push myself up to a seat with a jolt, blinking at the soft sunlight coming in through the window like I’ve just woken up from a dream.
Dane and I are different—so different. We’ve got more than our fair share of the friction I’ve spent my whole life trying to avoid, but we don’t make each other worse.
When we let go and trust, we make each other better. They pull me into the flow of life so I can really live it, and I help drag them out of that same current when they get so swept away they lose themself. They make me loosen, and I make them stand their ground.
On the surface, we’re exact opposites, but underneath it all, we want the very same thing: to be the best versions of ourselves and chase after all our big dreams with everything we’ve got.
Maybe it’s crazy, and maybe I’m totally wrong, but as I climb off the bed to tell my mom I need to go back to Montreal tomorrow, I can’t stop thinking maybe there’s a chance Dane and I are supposed to chase those dreams together.
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I SPLURGE on an Uber from the train station to our house. I spend every red light squeezing my hands together in my lap, silently begging the car to go faster.
I don’t know why every minute of delay feels like an emergency. I don’t even know if Dane will be home. I thought about texting or calling, but what I have to say needs to be done face to face.
I also don’t exactly know what I want to say. There’s a version of me that would have spent all of last night hunched over her laptop, revising and re-revising a speech until the words stopped making sense altogether, but I’m giving that girl a break.
I’m winging it.
Despite all my nerves, the thought lifts the corners of my mouth as I watch the streets of the Plateau go by, lined with all their quirky old houses and twisting staircases. We pull up in front of Tante Noelle’s blue and white walk-up a few minutes later, and I bolt out of the car after thanking the driver.
My legs are ready to sprint up the steps two at a time, but I make myself pause at the bottom with my hand on the railing.
When I was a kid, I thought these staircases looked like they came straight out of a fairytale. I thought there must be a happy ending waiting at the top of each one, just like there was always a happy ending waiting for me in my favourite books.
I don’t know what’s waiting up there for me today. There’s no way to be certain. There’s no guarantee. There could be more pain than I’ve ever felt in my life sitting poised to jump out at me as soon as I open the door.
There could also be more magic than I’ve ever believed in.
I grip the banister extra tight and take my first step.
The first floor of the house is empty. I do a full round of the rooms to check even when no one answers my shouted hello except Jelly Bean.
I hoist him into my arms when he comes flying at me in the living room, meowing like he hasn’t seen me in years. My heart pounds like a drum set as I head up to the second floor with Jelly Bean clutched to my chest.
Dane’s door is cracked open a couple inches. I can see their bedroom is dim even in the middle of the afternoon, like they’ve got their curtains drawn. My heartbeat gets even faster as I wonder if they’re napping after some all-night money-making adventure with Jonah. I creep down the hallway and stop when I’m a couple feet away.
“Dane?” I whisper-yell.
There’s no sound inside. I step closer until I’m right in front of the door.
“Dane?” I say again.
There’s still no answer. Just to be sure, I nudge the door open a little wider with my toe and peer inside. I have to blink a couple times to get my eyes to adjust to the darkness, and I do a double-take when I get a look at their bed and see it’s been perfectly made. I notice their floor is clearer than I’ve ever seen it.
Jelly Bean starts squirming in my arms, and I break out of my trance to set him down on the floor. He scoots into Dane’s room and leaps onto their bed, curling up to knead the carefully arranged comforter with his paws.
“You’ve really changed your mind about them, haven’t you?” I ask him.
He wraps his fluffy tail around himself and flops over in answer.
I chuckle. “Yeah, I have too.”
I step back to scan the rest of the hallway and see the library door is wide open, meaning Tante Noelle must be out too. I’m still jittery with nerves, but I sigh and give in to the fact that I’m going to have to wait for Dane to come home. I grab my suitcase from the entryway and haul it up to my room, figuring unpacking will be a good distraction.
My mom couldn’t hide how disappointed she was when I announced I’d be going back to Montreal after only one night in Toronto, and I decided to tell her the whole story—the fake feelings, the real feelings, and the whole mess with Mark and Noelle.
I thought she’d tell me I’m being ridiculous, that I’m making every mistake in the book. I’m sure there are many parts of her that wanted to sit me down and make me promise to stay the hell away from Dane, but all she did was tell me I need to live my own life and be my own person, and that she’d be there for me no matter what.
She did tell me to be extra careful and to make smart decisions when she saw me off at the train station early this morning, but I guess that’s kind of what moms are for.
My room is glowing in the late afternoon sun, and I pause for a moment to take a deep breath and let the warmth settle on my skin.
It’s going to be okay.
I don’t have proof of that. I don’t have any plans to ensure it, but even if that makes my stomach twist and my hands shake with nerves, I’m trying to trust in things working out anyway.
I set my suitcase down on my bed with a soft thump and reach for the zipper, but I freeze before I can start tugging it open.
There’s an envelope sitting on my bed.
In fact, there are two envelopes: one big brown one made of thick cardstock and a small, letter-sized white one resting on top with my name scrawled across the front.
I blink a few times, part of me convinced I’m seeing things, but when the envelopes don’t disappear, I grab the white one and trace my fingertip over the narrow letters spelling out Evangeline before I rip the seal open. I pull out the letter written on a plain sheet of lined paper and start to read, blood rushing louder and louder in my ears the farther I get.
Dear Evangeline,
I told you I’d let you see these when they were done. To be honest, I don’t know if I’ll ever feel like they’re truly done. I don’t know if I have the skill to capture how the world looked when you looked at me like that, but this is pretty close.
I hope you like them.
As you’ve probably noticed, I’m not home. I decided to go to Vancouver. Finally. I’m looking at apartments for a few days before I come back to Montreal and get ready to move for good. I’m sure Noelle will let you keep leasing the house, and I’m happy to know you’ll still be there. That house deserves someone as amazing as you keeping it in order.
I want to say thank you, Evangeline. Thank you for the past couple months. As weird and crazy as they were, I think they also might have changed my life. You seeing me, really seeing me, helped me see myself again in a way I haven’t for years. I wouldn’t be heading to Vancouver if none of this had happened, and that’s a gift I can’t thank you enough for.
Yours truly,
Dane
P.S. I might cross this out before I go, but thank you for everything else too. All of it. I’ll miss you so fucking much.
By the time I drop the paper on the bed, I feel like I’ve had a dozen arrows shot straight into my back, the mix of shock and searing pain leaving my breathless.
They’re leaving.
I’ve spent one single day letting my heart run free instead of tying it down with rules, and now it’s been smashed to bits like some innocent bunny trying to cross a freeway.
I can feel my knees starting to shake, but like they’re acting on their own, my arms reach out to grab the bigger envelope before I can crumple. I steady my shaking hands as much as I can and slide out a few sheets of something wrapped in tissue paper. As I start peeling the tissue back, I get my first glimpse of what I was both dreading and hoping to see.
They’re pictures—pictures of me, from that day I found Dane out on our street with their camera.
I lay them out side by side on my comforter, and I can’t help gasping when I get a good look at the images.
We hadn’t even kissed when these were taken, but there’s a startling intimacy to the shots, like Dane’s lens is looking at me with something that goes beyond tenderness or desire.
That something almost looks like love. Even though it’s me in the pictures, I can hear the message behind them loud and clear: how could you not fall in love with this girl?
I’m wearing my pompom hat, the floral straps of my school backpack resting on my shoulders. The sun is painting the snow banks in the background in fiery shades of orange and making my hair gleam like burnished gold. I’m staring at the camera from behind my glasses, my expression shifting between the shots to show surprise, a trace of embarrassment mixed with flattery, and finally, in the last one, I see it spelt out so clearly I might as well have a sign over my head.
I’m watching Dane like I already know I’m in love with them too.
I take a stumbling step back from the bed like I’ve been zapped, my chest heaving.
“This is not over.”
I say it out loud into the silence of my bedroom, my voice solemn like I’m vowing an oath.
In a way, I am. I don’t know what comes next, but there’s no way this is how we end things. There’s no way I’m going to spend my whole life reading about other people’s moments just to ignore my moment when it finally, despite all my intentions, shows up and screams in my face for me to go.
That’s what the Evangeline in the photos is telling me now: go, go, go.
I can always come back. I can always stay safe in my library, safe in my little haven of schedules and planners, safe in a life that plays by the rules. I know how to play it safe, but I also know my mom was right when she told me there’s a part of me that will always be wild, just like my dad.
I’m the best of both of them.
I can be the best me for Dane. I can be the best me for myself.
“Hey, Jelly Bean!” I shout as I yank my suitcase off the bed and start thundering down the hall. “Be good for Tante Noelle, okay? Your mama is going to Vancouver!”



TWENTY-SIX



DANE
MY BRAIN DECIDES to wake me up just before sunrise. I toss and turn in the creaky hostel dorm bunk bed for a while before giving up on getting back to sleep. The snoring of one of the German backpackers in the room gives me some cover as I try to get ready for the day as quietly as I can.
I end up having to switch my phone’s flashlight on to dig through my suitcase. I packed in such an emotion-fueled rush half the stuff I brought doesn’t make any sense. I shove aside a bathing suit, ten pairs of socks but only three pairs of underwear, and a random tie I never gave back after borrowing it from Jonah, but I still can’t find the grey t-shirt I swore I grabbed from my dresser.
After another minute of digging, I find it wrapped around my trusty strap-on gear, which also somehow made it into the bag. Apparently angsty Dane was feeling extra sassy when they were chucking things out of the closet and into the suitcase.
I finish getting ready in the communal bathroom and then head down to the reception area with my camera bag slung across my chest. It’s so early the front desk isn’t open yet. The whole building is silent as the first grey light of dawn filters in through the windows. I step out onto the quiet downtown street and start walking. I pass a few diehard joggers out getting their steps in, but other than that, I’m alone.
In a few hours, this area will be full of tourists and locals alike, all of them grabbing coffee and rushing around to see the sights or get to work. For now it’s still, calm, like the ocean after a storm.
I can’t hear the ocean from here, but I can smell the faint trace of salt in the air, and a few distant seagulls are already piercing the peace of the morning with their screams.
I thought the ocean would feel familiar. I thought I’d get one whiff of the salty air and feel like I was greeting an old friend. I thought these streets would feel like they were mine, like they’d always been, like I was returning to something that had been laying in wait to welcome me back.
Instead, I’ve spent my whole time in Vancouver feeling like the city itself is a stranger to me, like I’m searching for traces of a face I know in someone I’ve never met.
I’m supposed to be finding apartments to look at, but I haven’t booked a single showing. All I’ve done since I’ve arrived is wander around with my camera looking for the same thing I’m seeking on this walk in the dawn: the magic.
I want that same magic I felt here as a kid, when everything seemed safe and harmless, when the world made sense, when my family made sense, when I made sense. I’ve been looking for that sense of enchantment down every side street, in every shift of the sun, in the fog off the sea and the towering height of the downtown buildings, but I haven’t caught a single glimpse.
The city feels hollow, and I’m starting to think that might be because I feel hollow too.
I wander around another couple blocks, but I don’t reach for my camera even once. I forgot my gloves back at the hostel, and my hands are starting to go numb in the morning chill, so I head into a coffee shop when I see the barista setting out a sign on the sidewalk.
I get myself a plain coffee and sit at the high table in front of the window to watch the street fill up with people and traffic. The light outside gets brighter but keeps its grey tint as it filters through the overcast sky.
I can barely taste the coffee. Even my taste buds feel dull. I thought this place would fill me up. I thought it was the missing piece, the part of my life that got ripped out of me when we moved to Montreal, but now that I’ve turned my back on Montreal, I can’t stop thinking about what I’ve left there.
I haven’t spoken to ma tante or returned any of her texts. She’s begged and begged, but something in me just won’t cave, no matter how much her messages sting me with a mix of guilt and pain.
I could call her if this all felt right, if every moment in Vancouver was drenched with the purpose and passion I’ve been waiting for. I could tell her everything with the house and Evangeline must have been worth it because it led me here. I could tell her this all worked out for the best, but reality feels way closer to the worst.
“What a waste,” I mutter as I leave my half-finished mug of coffee by the counter and head for the door.
I decide to head back to the hostel and figure out what to do with my day. I pull my phone out to double-check where I am on the map, and I’m about to put it back in my pocket when I see a call come through on the screen.
I lift it back up, expecting another call from Tante Noelle, and I almost drop the phone on the sidewalk when I see Evangeline’s name instead.
Evangeline is calling me.
It takes my brain a moment to catch up with reality, and it takes me another moment to hit the accept button. My fingers are shaking, and I almost send her straight to voicemail by mistake.
I stare at a spindly, leafless tree across the road as I bring the phone up to my ear.
“H-hello?” I say, the greeting somewhere between a rasp and a squeak.
“Dane? Are you there?”
My heart goes into hyper-drive at the sound of her voice, and I clear my throat so I don’t sound so much like a parched chipmunk. “Yeah. Hi. Um, wow. Hi.”
I back up to lean against the brick office building behind me for support.
“Hi.”
I can hear her breathing into the phone. There’s a ding-dong sound and a rumbling noise in the background before her line goes quiet again, and I wonder if she’s in a Montreal metro station before I remember she’s in Toronto.
“I, um...Can you tell me where you are?” she asks.
My shoulders tense up. She doesn’t know I’ve left the city. She hasn’t seen the photos or read my note. I didn’t even think to imagine the possibility that she might get in touch before then.
“Evangeline, I have to tell you something. I...I went...I mean, I—”
“I know you’re in Vancouver.”
I blink and stay quiet for a moment. The sidewalk feels like it’s rolling under my feet. “Huh?”
“I came back to Montreal to...to see you, but you were gone. I read your note. I saw the photos. I...I spent the night on a plane.”
She lets out a soft laugh, but all I can do is squint at the little tree across the street as I try to sort through what she’s saying.
“A plane? Why were you on a plane? Where are you?”
“I’m in Vancouver too, Dane. That’s why I need to know where you are. I’m on a train into the city from the airport.”
Now it’s hard to even keep the tree in focus.
“You’re...here?” I squawk.
She chuckles. “Yes, Dane. I’m here.”
“But...but why? I mean, you’re supposed to be in Toronto. You didn’t even want to see me. Ma tante said you were thinking of moving out, and I—”
“Dane,” she says, her voice soft but firm enough to cut off my rambling, “everything....everything is different now. I read your letter, and...you know what? I really want to tell you this in person. I think I’m close to downtown now. Should I get off at this station?”
I manage to get through a quick conversation about logistics and realize she’s only a ten minute walk away. I tell her to stay at the station, and as soon as I end the call, my feet send me flying up the sidewalk.
My breaths even out after I give up on sprinting and settle into a more manageable jog. Blood thumps in my ears in a steady rhythm, and I hear Evangeline’s voice ring out in time with the beats.
Everything is different now.
Everything is different now.
Everything is different now.
That’s exactly how I feel about everything: Vancouver, Montreal, Tante Noelle, and above all, Evangeline.
I thought I knew what I wanted. I thought I’d find it here in this rainy city by the ocean. I thought I could cross the country and go back in time to make everything make sense, but it wasn’t the move to Montreal that brought on all the pain and complications.
Maybe that’s just growing up.
Maybe life is painful and complicated no matter where you live. Maybe people are always bound to hurt each other, but maybe people are also what makes life searingly, stunningly, unfathomably beautiful.
There’s no other way to describe Evangeline Hudson when I round the corner of the final block and see her standing on the sidewalk outside the station. She’s clutching a small suitcase, her blonde hair brushing the shoulders of her coat and her glasses slipping just a little too far down her nose. I stop, panting with a hand pressed to my chest, and watch as she slides the noseband up with the tip of her finger while she glances around the street.
Even from here, I see the shift in her body when she spots me. She tenses for a moment, her mouth dropping open as her hand falls to her side, and then her face breaks into a beaming smile as she raises herself up on the tips of her toes to wave at me with all the gusto of an excited kid in a window.
I let that smile wash over me, and I know I’ve found it: the sunrise I was hoping for. The warm, golden glow. The magic.
I’ve never photographed anything more magical than her.
My body is telling me to run, urging me forward with a burst of adrenaline, but I dig my heels into the concrete and lift my hands instead. I fit my pointer fingers and thumbs together in a rectangle and lift them up to frame Evangeline, to capture every detail of this moment in mind forever, no matter what might happen next.
I squeeze my eyes shut for a moment.
Click.
Then I run.
I fly across the intersection just before the little countdown light reaches zero, and I don’t slow down until I’m a couple feet away from Evangeline. I skid to a stop, suddenly unsure of how I’m supposed to greet her, but she answers my unspoken question by throwing her arms around my neck.
I wrap mine around her waist, and we squeeze each other tight, swaying in place on the sidewalk as people surging in and out of the station swerve around us. I can smell the familiar scent of her hair, and I hold her even closer to me as the whole city seems to get quiet, like we’ve stepped inside a bubble that will keep us safe and separate from everything else.
“I’m so sorry,” she says, her breath warm on my neck. “I was a coward.”
“What?” I say with a shocked laugh. “What are you talking about?”
She pulls back enough to look in my eyes, but she doesn’t let me go. I wouldn’t let her if she tried. I feel like I’m holding a precious jewel, and I’m not letting her slip out of my hands again.
“I was so scared of getting hurt that I did the easy thing instead of the right thing.”
“The right thing?” I repeat, tilting my head.
She nods. “It felt safer to turn my back on everything between us, to go back to the girl I’ve always been, but...I don’t want to be her anymore, at least not entirely. I mean, I’m always going to be me, but I...I want to be the version of me that says yes to you, and to everything else I want even when it’s scary. I’m so tired of being scared, Dane, and you...you make me feel like maybe I don’t have to be anymore.”
I feel like the wind has been knocked out of me. I choke down a breath and lift my hands to frame her face, my thumbs stroking her cheeks like she’s made of the thinnest, most delicate silk.
She’s not delicate, though. She’s strong—strong enough to stand in front of me and say this. My head spins as I try to catch up with what it all means.
“I can’t believe...” I trail off and shake my head. “I can’t believe you got on a plane to Vancouver.”
“Yeah, me neither.” Her voice cracks, and she lets out a watery laugh as her eyes start to get shiny. “Dane, I don’t have a plan here. I know you’ve spent your whole life wanting to come back to this city. I know you’re leaving Montreal. I know this is all really complicated, but I don’t care. I read your letter, and I just thought...no. No, this is not how this ends. I’m not asking for some huge promise. I’m not even asking for more than today. Hell, if all I get is a day walking around Vancouver with you, I’ll take it. I just want more of you, Dane, and I’m sorry I wasn’t ready to say that sooner.”
“Hey. I get it,” I murmur as one hot tear streaks down her cheek and over my knuckles. “I totally get being scared. I just want to know...what changed for you? I honestly can’t imagine Evangeline Hudson spontaneously getting on a flight, but here you stand, and my brain is trying to catch up.”
The corners of her mouth lift, and my heart skips a beat. She really is so beautiful.
“I talked to my mom. I always thought...I always thought she saw her whole life with my dad as nothing but a mistake, including me, and...I guess that’s what always hurt the most, but she told me she’s never felt that way. It’s kind of like Tante Noelle says. People come into our lives when they’re meant to, and sometimes they leave, and sometimes we do make mistakes, but...but what’s the point of never having anything just because you’re scared it might not be perfect?”
Her words wash me with relief, but I still can’t keep from grimacing at the mention of ma tante.
“Dane?” Evangeline’s face creases with concern. “Did I say something wrong?”
“Oh, no. No.” I shake my head. “I am so happy to hear you talked to your mom about that. Really. It’s just...you know what? We should find a bench or something.”
I glance around at the crowded sidewalk and the cars driving by on the road just a couple feet away from where we’re standing. The rumbling sounds of the city come back into focus as our bubble slips away.
“Come on.” I step out of Evangeline’s grasp on me, but I reach for her hand before I start leading us up the street. Warmth floods my chest when she wraps her fingers around my palm and squeezes. “I think there’s a little park near here.”
We find it after a couple minutes of walking hand in hand. The ‘park’ is really just a few clumps of dead grass and a couple wooden benches set up under a few spindly trees. We claim one of the benches and sit side by side on the cold wood, our thighs pressed up against each other.
“What is it?” Evangeline asks, leaning forward to get a better look at my face.
I ball my hands into fists and rest them in my lap. “It’s...ma tante.”
Evangeline gasps. “Is she okay? Did something happen? I—”
I shake my head and cut her off. “She’s fine. It’s just...she knew. She knew we were faking it the whole time, and she was pretty sure Mark was lying to her too. It’s like...it’s like it’s all just a big game to her. I mean, I knew the soul mates thing was like a game to her, but it was always sort of sweet and endearing until she did it to me. Now I feel like she only sees me as some kind of puppet when...when I thought she was the one person in my family who really saw me at all.”
“Oh, Dane...”
Evangeline slings her arm over my shoulders and leaves it hovering there for a moment, a question in her eyes. I answer by leaning into her touch, and she scooches her leg even closer to mine.
Despite everything going on, I still feel a flicker of heat from the contact. There’s a part of me that wants to ignore everything else and kiss her senseless right here on this bench.
“She doesn’t think you’re a puppet,” Evangeline continues. “She loves you. She loves you so much. Anyone who’s heard her talk about you for even a minute can tell how much she loves you. She wants you to be happy, and for Noelle Bergeron, I guess that kind of means finding you a soul mate. It’s just what she does.”
“I just...” I curl my hands into even tighter fists. “I never saw how manipulative it is until it all went so fucking wrong.”
A moment of silence passes before Evangeline clears her throat, and I pick up on the implication loud and clear. I almost want to laugh at her dishing out a reality check so smoothly.
“Okay, yes, we were really manipulative too,” I add. “It was wrong, but we really did want the best for her, and—”
“And she wants the best for you too,” Evangeline interrupts in a voice that’s a mix of soft and firm. “I think we all messed up, but that doesn’t mean we don’t...we don’t love each other.”
Her voice fades to a whisper, and I tense as a shock zaps me right in the middle of my chest.
We stare at each other, both of us breathing hard.
“Evangeline,” I murmur, “I don’t think I want to live here.”
Her eyes go wide. “But—but it’s your dream. It’s been your dream for as long as I’ve known you. I’m not asking you to give that up. I would never do that. I—”
“Hey.” I reach over to squeeze her free hand, and she goes quiet. “I know, and I appreciate that so much. The truth is I don’t think my dream was ever really about Vancouver. I think my dream was to erase all those bad years I had in high school, the ones that made me believe I wasn’t good enough for anyone or anything. My dream was to finally feel worthy of something, but I don’t need Vancouver to do that. It turns out what I really needed is...well, you.”
Her already round eyes somehow get even wider behind her glasses. “What do you mean?”
“I mean what I said in my letter. You saw me, and it helped me see myself. I have what I’ve always wanted. I don’t need to move back to some city where I don’t know anyone anymore and give up everything I’ve got going in Montreal just to feel ready to be a photographer. I am ready. I really am.”
I dip my chin down in a sharp nod, saying the words as much for myself as for her.
Seeing her standing on the sidewalk today made it all make sense. I already have everything I need to live the life I’ve always wanted. I am everything I need. I always have been.
“So you’re...you’re coming back?” she whispers.
“I am.”
I watch her hesitation shift into surprise and then beaming joy. Just the sight of her smile has me tipping my head back to let out an exhilarated laugh as the rush of possibility shoots through my veins. She joins in a second later, and we laugh loud enough that some guy walking by gives us a weird look, but I don’t care. I could look like the most ridiculous person in the world and I still wouldn’t change a thing about this moment.
“I mean, if ma tante will let me,” I add when I’ve caught my breath. “I did not exactly leave on a great note. I was just so angry. It all felt like it was for nothing.”
Evangeline rubs her thumb along the side of my hand, staring down at our intertwined fingers. “It doesn’t feel like that anymore, right?”
I shift on the bench to face her better and wait for her to lift her gaze to meet mine.
“No, it doesn’t,” I say as I start to lean in. “In fact, it feels like pretending to fall in love with you might be the best thing I’ve ever done.”
My mouth finds hers, and for a moment, the kiss is gentle, like coming home after a long time away and pausing in the doorway to let the comfort and familiarity settle deep in your body.
She feels like home.
It’s the last thing I think before her hand tangles in my hair and she runs her tongue along the seam of my lips.
After that, all I’m concerned about is getting her off this bench and onto a bed as fast as I can.
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EVANGELINE
SINCE I SACRIFICED such a huge chunk of my savings on the last-minute flight here and will have to part with another ungodly amount to get back to Montreal, Dane insisted on paying to get us a private room at the hostel they’ve been staying at.
Late February doesn’t seem to be a super popular time for backpacking in British Columbia; the receptionist looked like she was halfway to falling asleep on her keyboard when we walked in, and I now have the entire communal bathroom to myself as I stand under the warm spray in one of the shower stalls to wash all the airport grime off me.
Dane wanted to pull me down onto the mattress as soon as we got into our tiny room, but I insisted on a shower first. I certainly look like I spent the night on an airplane, but I don’t want to smell like it too.
I close my eyes and tip my face up to the showerhead, focusing on taking deep breaths as the water trickles over my skin and hair.
This is really happening.
It’s like the shower is shocking me out of a dream. I really am standing on a hostel shower floor in Vancouver with Dane waiting for me down the hall. I still have about a dozen unanswered texts from Chloe asking me what the hell is going on after I decided I should at least tell someone I was getting on a spontaneous overnight flight, but I don’t know what to say.
There’s still a part of me that wants to run. There’s a part of me that wants to wrap myself in a towel and sprint for the train station without bothering to go back for my stuff—anything to get out of here without giving up more of my heart than I already have.
I know running wouldn’t change anything, though. As soon as I saw those photos of me, I knew Dane had a piece of my heart I’d never get back, and I knew I held a piece of theirs too.
Somewhere along the line, we gave those pieces to each other. We might have tried our hardest not to, but they slipped from our hands like doves exploding out of a cage to fly home.
I lost my home when I was still too young to understand just how precious having a home really is, but I found one again behind those faded white brick walls and sky blue shutters. I found one in the creaky halls and the library filled with warm sun.
I used to think I found a home at Tante Noelle’s house in spite of Dane, but now I see it was always home because of them. Even when all we’d do was grumble and fight, they were part of the magic of living in that old, quirky house with its twisty iron staircase leading me up to the next chapter of my story.
I want Dane there for the next chapter, and the next next chapter, and the chapter after that and after that. I don’t know where this story will take us, but I want to walk through it together.
I shut the water off and smooth down my soaked hair before grabbing one of the towels slung over the back of the stall door and twisting it around my head. I use another towel to dry my body off and notice my hands are shaking. Little bursts of nerves keep shooting through my system, making my heart race and my shoulders tense.
I might want this, but that doesn’t mean it isn’t terrifying.
I pull some fresh clothes on and leave the towel on my head to head back to our room down the hall. The hostel has seen better days; the hallway carpeting is falling apart and the window frames seem to let in more cold than they keep out, but our room is clean and just big enough for a double bed and a tiny desk next to the closet.
I find Dane sitting up against the headboard with a notebook resting on their bent knees. They look up with their pen poised above the page and beam at me.
My heart surges with something more than nerves. When Dane smiles at me, I feel like I’m receiving a standing ovation at some giant awards ceremony. They make me feel like one of the most important people in the world.
“Looking good,” they say with a nod at my hair towel. “No mysterious brown stuff coming out of the shower to ruin your hair?”
I chuckle at the reference to the fake start of our fake relationship.
“Not today.”
I hover by the door, chewing on my bottom lip as I work out what to say. I want to tell them how scared I am, but I also want them to know I’m ready. I want to know they’re ready too.
“What’s up?” they ask, their expression shifting from amused to concerned as they watch me.
“I, um...” I step over to my suitcase where it’s sitting open on the floor and busy myself with putting my clothes from the plane ride away. “I’m just feeling...things.”
I expect them to laugh, but instead they stay silent until I look up from pretending to fuss with my clothes.
“Come here,” they say when my eyes meet theirs. They pat the blankets. “Come sit.”
I hesitate for a moment, and then I join them. I settle myself against the headboard, tucking my knees up to my chest and wrapping my arms around my shins. My glasses start to slip out of place, but before I can unravel my arms to fix them, Dane leans closer and asks, “May I?”
I nod, and my throat gets thick as I watch them slide their finger up my nose with so much tenderness it makes my heart ache.
“Dane,” I say when they’ve pulled their hand back, “I know this all seems super crazy and spontaneous, and it is, but it’s also...it’s serious for me. It’s real. Just because I don’t have some twelve-step plan at the ready doesn’t mean I don’t...I don’t need some kind of assurance.”
They watch me with an expression I can’t read, and my nerves start to fire up again, attacking my stomach this time and making it get all twisted and tight. I hug my knees in even closer to my chest.
“I’m really trying with this whole free spirit, go with the flow thing,” I tell them. “I am. I know the way I depend on plans can hurt me, but it does help me too, and I still need some of it. I guess what I’m trying to say is...well, actually I don’t really know what I’m trying to say.”
I huff a laugh and stare down at the beige comforter.
“I think I do.”
I lift my head to look at them again, just in time to see them reach for where they’ve set their notebook on the nightstand and pull it back onto their lap.
“I think this will help,” they tell me, tapping the black and white speckled cover.
They open the notebook and flip through a few pages. I get a glimpse of lines and lines of their angular handwriting arranged in neat rows dotted with some bullet point lists and underscored titles.
“These,” they say, tracing their finger over the page they land on, “are some notes I’ve been taking while you were in the shower being a princess about your hair.”
I try to glare at them, but I just end up laughing.
“I’ve been thinking about what it would mean to start my business in Montreal instead of Vancouver, and honestly, it makes so much more sense. I have a network there. I have models who’ve literally told me they’d pay for my work. Plus, I have all my random job connections if I ever need some gigs to tide me over. I’ve been writing it all out here. It’s just some brainstorming, but I’m going to update my actual business plan with this stuff.”
They hold the page up so I can see it better. I scan over the mind map they’ve drawn, the list of contacts they’ve compiled, and the to-do tasks for when they get back to Montreal.
“This is amazing,” I say, still drinking the words in. “You really want this, right? You’re not just doing it because...because...?”
I trail off, and they set the notebook down on the bed between us before reaching for my hand. I let the warmth of their touch steady me.
“I really want this,” they tell me. “Vancouver hasn’t been my home for a long time. I thought I’d come back and feel like I was home again, but I don’t. I think maybe...I think maybe I’ve started finding my own home now, and I think you’re part of it, Evangeline. I want you to be part of it. I can’t pretend I have every step of the plan figured out like you would, but you can be damn sure I’m just as serious as you.”
“I know.” I squeeze their hand. “I think I’m finally starting to accept that people can be serious about things without it looking exactly the way me being serious looks. I just need some things to go on, you know? I want to trust you can give me that. I am trusting you can give me that.”
“I can. I know I can.”
They inch their foot closer to mine and stroke their toes along the top of my sock. I can’t help giggling, and the sound makes them grin.
“In fact...” they drawl, “you took so long in the shower I had time to make a completely different type of list too.”
“Oh?”
The suggestion in their voice makes me shiver.
“Mhmm.” They slide their hand out of mine so they can open the notebook again and flip to the page after their Montreal plan. “I made a list of things I want to do for you right now.”
I crane my neck to see, but they lean the notebook out of my sight.
“Right now?” I repeat.
“If you wish,” they answer. “I guess it’s also kind of a list of things I want to do to you...”
I make a grab for the notebook, but they snatch it away just as my fingers brush the edge.
“Come on, Dane!” I shout, laughing as I lean over them to flail for the notebook where they’re dangling it over the edge of the bed. “Just show me already!”
“Well, someone’s impatient,” they tease.
I switch tactics and straddle their lap instead. As soon as their thighs are pinned between mine, all our joking fades. Their eyes flare wide as the rise and fall of their chest picks up speed, matching my own. My whole body feels like it’s sparking with electricity.
Their fingertips skim the hem of my shirt and then dip underneath to brush my ribcage. My throat goes dry, and my hands twitch with the need to rip all our clothes off as fast as I can.
I need to feel them again. It’s been way too long.
I lean forward until my mouth is hovering above theirs. They tilt their head back, their eyes slanting closed, but just before they lift their lips to mine, I rear back and yank the notebook out of their grip.
“Dammit!” they groan when they blink their eyes open and find me smirking. “I don’t know what I’m more pissed about: you getting that away from me or just how big of a tease you are.”
“You wouldn’t have this problem if you’d just let me read the list to begin with.”
They let out an exasperated laugh and reach to push their hair out of their eyes before nodding at the book. “Go on then.”



TWENTY-EIGHT



EVANGELINE
I STAY STRADDLING their lap as I flip to the right page. The title alone has my thighs clenching:
Things I’m Going to Do to Evangeline Tonight
I glance over the top of the page at Dane. They’re watching me like I’m a dessert they’ve been waiting all day to eat. They wink when they see me staring, and my thighs twitch again. I turn my attention back to the list, a fever building inside me as I read through each item.
 
	Kiss her for a long, long time—like, so long that she starts going crazy and begging me to do more.
	Take all her clothes off as slowly as I can, touching and kissing her everywhere along the way.
	Lay her out on the bed totally naked and stare at how goddamn gorgeous she is.
	Spread her legs and take my time stroking her pussy until she’s soaked and begging to feel me inside her.
	Introduce her to my strap-on.
	Fuck (in a variety of positions) until we can’t even remember our names anymore.
	Fall asleep for a bit and then wake up just to fuck even more.

By the time I reach the end, my throat has gone totally dry, and my brain feels like it’s short-circuiting.
“So, uh...” Dane says after a couple more moments pass with me frozen on top of them. “What do you think? Is it too much? We don’t have to do any of that if—”
That gets me out of my trance. I fling the notebook aside and hear it thump against the floor as I tip forward and push Dane down under me so we’re lying flat on the bed.
“You’ve had a strap-on in this room the whole time, and you didn’t tell me?” I demand.
They flash me a nervous grin. “I mean, I planned on telling you. I packed in a rush and wasn’t really thinking straight, so I ended up bringing a lot of random things I didn’t actually need, but, uh, seems like the strap-on was a happy mistake, if you want to use it, that is. We don’t—”
“I want to use it so fucking much,” I interrupt.
Their grin gets dangerous. “God, it’s hot when you swear.”
They slide their hands into my hair and pull my lips down to theirs. The kiss is instantly ferocious, both of us grabbing at whatever parts of each other we can reach, like we’re starving people who’ve just walked into a feast.
I moan into their mouth when their hand slips under my t-shirt to press against my lower back, but they stick to their plan. They leave all my clothes on and don’t let me pull off any of theirs as we kiss for so long I’m aching for them.
We’ve rolled around the bed a few times, and the next time they land on top of me, they brace their hands on either side of my head and give my bottom lip a sharp tug with their teeth before pushing themself up to tower over me on their knees.
I hiss as the sting from their teeth makes my need for them flare even hotter.
“Is this the part where you take my clothes off?” I pant.
They smirk. “I think you’re supposed to beg me for more before I do that.”
“Huh. I don’t know if I’m at the begging point yet,” I taunt, even though I totally am.
“And I don’t know if that’s true,” they shoot back.
They shift around until they’ve got one knee pressed between my legs. I hold back a moan as they lean forward enough to grip the headboard above me and press into me even harder.
“Wouldn’t that feel better without your clothes on?” they murmur.
I squeeze my eyes shut and try to resist the urge to clench around their leg, but it’s too much. I give in and start grinding against them, which just makes them smirk even more.
“I’ll take that as a yes. Just say please, Evangeline. Just say please, and I’ll give you everything you want.”
I press my lips together to muffle my frustrated grunt, but I don’t stop grinding on them. I can tell they’ve already got me soaked without even taking a single piece of my clothes off, but it’s not enough. I need to feel them. I need them deep inside me, just like their list said.
“Evangeline.” They keep themself braced on one hand and use the other to tilt my chin up and then brush their thumb over my lips. “Tell me you want it.”
Their eyes have gone so dark they look black, and I can tell they need this as bad as I do.
“I want it,” I whisper. “Please, Dane. I want it so bad.”
They don’t waste time gloating. I barely have a chance to blink before they’re reaching for the bottom of my shirt. I do a little shimmy on the comforter so they can pull it over my head and then start to sit up so I can unhook my bra, but they lay a hand on my chest to push me back down.
“I said I’d go slow,” they tell me. “I said I’d kiss you everywhere.”
A soft, desperate sound escapes from the back of my throat as they lower back down on top of me and start to kiss their way down the side of my neck. Their lips brush the hollow at the base of my throat and then across my collarbones. I feel their fingers ghost over my ribs and then along the band of my white bra. They trail their mouth down to the curves of my chest—the curves I’ve always thought were too small to be sexy—and groan against my skin.
“You don’t know what you do to me,” they breathe.
I gasp when they pull one of the cups down and close their lips around my nipple. Their tongue flicks against me as they suck hard enough to hurt, but the flash of pain just makes me buck underneath them and clutch at the comforter while my body begs for more.
“This needs to come off,” they mutter, hooking a finger under my bra’s strap to let it snap against my skin.
We do a bit of an awkward squirm so they can snake their hands behind my back while I brace myself on my elbows. They fiddle with the clasp for a moment and then pull the whole thing down my arms to toss it to the floor.
“You know you really are goddamn beautiful,” they murmur as they stare at my bare chest. “I cannot get enough of these.”
They go for my other nipple this time, licking and sucking until I’m gasping their name. Then they start making their way down my stomach, caressing me with their lips and hands like they’re trying to memorize every inch of my body. I close my eyes, giving in to the pleasure, and gasp when I feel the light scrape of their teeth on my hip bone.
“You don’t know what you do to me,” I tell them, lifting my head enough to watch them start kissing along the waistband of my leggings. “I swear to god, Dane, it’s like you know what I like better than I do.”
They chuckle as they start inching the stretchy fabric down my hips. “I just like making you feel good.”
They slide off the mattress to stand at the foot of the bed. The cool air of the room makes goose bumps break out on my legs once they’ve stripped my leggings off and left me lying there in just a soft pink pair of underwear with a bit of lace stitched along the top. I shiver as I wait for them to shift back on top of me, but they just stand there, drinking me in.
They drag their thumb across their bottom lip as they stare and stare and stare. I fight the instinct to curl up and cover myself. I let them see me.
“How were you right in front of me this whole time?” they ask, their voice hazy.
“Maybe we didn’t know what we were looking for,” I murmur.
“But we do now.”
“Uh-huh,” I whisper, nodding against the pillow. “We do.”
They reach for the edge of my underwear, and inch by inch, they slide the pink fabric down my legs. Their eyes go wide and then turn even darker when they see how wet I am already.
“Is it creepy to say I kind of want to keep these?” they ask with my underwear balled up in one of their fists.
I let out a surprised burst of laughter and then bite my lip when I realize the thought has made me even wetter. “That’s actually really hot.”
“Good.”
They let the underwear drop to the ground beside my leggings and reach for my ankles, spreading my legs wide. I start trembling when they lower themself to their knees and drag me closer to the edge of the bed.
“So gorgeous,” they rasp, close enough that I can feel their hot breath between my legs. “You honestly have the prettiest pussy I’ve ever seen.”
I start to say thank you, but then they trace a finger up the length of me, and all I can do is gasp.
“I don’t think I’ve ever seen you this wet. It’s so fucking hot.”
They continue to stroke me, teasing their finger between my lips and making my hips buck before they circle my clit a few times. They keep the pattern going, never sliding their fingers as deep as I need, keeping me on the edge until I feel ready to pull my own hair out or pull their hair until they give me what I want.
“Please, Dane,” I whimper, long past the point of playing coy. “God, please. I need you.”
“Uh-huh?” they say as they dip their finger just a little farther inside me before pulling out to trail the wetness up to my clit. “What do you need?”
“I need you inside me,” I beg, my voice cracking. “I need you inside me right now.”
They circle my clit once more and then push up to their feet. “I thought you’d never ask.”
I feel drunk on desire and high on anticipation as I watch them head for their suitcase. The room is dim in the grey light from the overcast day outside the tiny window, and it gives everything a dreamy, shadowed effect to match how hazy I feel.
Then Dane turns around with their strap-on gear clutched in their hands, and I swear I almost go into cardiac arrest.
“You sure you’re good with this?” they ask.
All I can do is bob my head in a few little nods. “Uh, yep. So good.”
They grin. “I was hoping you’d say that.”
They turn back around and strip out of most of their clothes, leaving their navy blue sports bra on. The strap-on harness isn’t what I expected; from the back, it just looks like a tight pair of black boxer briefs, but when they turn around, I see it’s got a ring on the front for the dildo.
At least, some small part of my brain sees that. The rest of me is way too busy staring at the dildo itself. The smooth, bright blue silicone ends in a flared tip that already has all my muscles clenching at the thought of Dane sliding it inside me.
I shift my focus to take in the whole sight of Dane standing there ready for me and let out a groan.
“Wow. You look so good,” I say, my voice breathless.
They shift their weight from foot to foot and watch me with some hesitation. “You really think so?”
“So good,” I repeat. “Like...wow.”
It seems to do the trick. Dane flashes me a quick smile and steps back to the edge of the bed.
Right between my legs.
Somehow, it’s only at that very moment that I remember I’ve never actually done this before.
“Um, Dane?” I squeak.
Their face shifts from hungry to concerned in a split second. “What’s wrong?”
“Nothing. It’s just...so, I’ve used dildos before, and I’ve had someone use one on me, but not like this. I don’t know if you remember me mentioning this, but I’ve never actually had strap-on sex before.”
They nod and give one of my knees a tender little stroke before sitting down on the edge of the bed. I raise myself up so we’re sitting side by side.
“I remember. Thank you for telling me,” they say. “Is there anything you want to talk about? We really don’t have to do it at all, and we’ll go slow if we do.”
“Oh, I want to do it,” I rush to assure them.
We both pause for a moment and chuckle at how urgent I sound.
“Really,” I continue. “I do. Going slow sounds nice...at least to start.”
They chuckle again. “Goddamn, you’re, like, my favourite person ever.”
They freeze when they realize what they’ve said, but they don’t take it back or play it down. Their eyes search mine as they wait for my reaction.
“You’re my favourite person ever too,” I say after a moment.
The words hang in the air between us as they reach over to stroke my cheek.
“I’m not gonna let you down, Evangeline.”
I close my eyes and lean into their touch. “I know.”
I’m not sure how long we sit like that, just breathing each other in and letting the moment settle, but we both feel the shift when the heat starts to build again. Dane trails their fingers from my cheek to my shoulder and guides me down onto my back again before settling themself on top of me.
“Just tell me if you want to me to stop or go slower,” they order, waiting for me to nod before they press a quick kiss to my forehead.
They rise up on their knees and reach for a small bottle I didn’t even notice them drop on the bed earlier. I watch, mesmerized, as they cover the dildo in lube.
“I guess destiny was guiding me when I threw this in my suitcase,” they joke, “and damn, am I glad I came prepared.”
My laugh sounds a little manic as my eyes stay trained to their hands. They lower themself back down on top of me once they’re finished. When they shift a few inches up my body, I feel the smooth tip of the dildo brush my inner thigh. My breath catches.
They slip one of their hands between us and use it to get the dildo in place. I feel the tip start pushing inside me, and I gasp and squeeze their bicep.
They go still. “You okay?”
“Fuck yes,” I pant. “I just want it so much.”
“Good girl,” they mutter as they thrust in a little farther.
They take it slow until inch by inch, the dildo is filling me up. When they thrust all the way to the base, my eyes roll back and I let out a guttural groan that fills the whole room.
My cheeks heat when I realize how loud I was, but Dane curses before I can say anything about it.
“That is so fucking hot,” they hiss before pulling out a few inches and then thrusting all the way back inside me.
I grip their hips to pull them even closer.
“Is it okay if I touch you here?” I ask.
“So okay,” they murmur. “You want more, huh?”
“Fuck yes.”
They take their time building up to a rhythm, checking in with me along the way. I need them to slow things down a couple times, but once my body is used to the motion, I can’t stop urging them on.
“Please, Dane,” I moan as I grip them hard enough to leave marks. “Please don’t stop.”
“I won’t,” they pant. “God, I could fuck you forever.”
I arch my neck, my vision blurry as they start to go even faster. Just when I think I’m about to scream from how good it feels, they slow down enough to shift onto their knees and hitch one of my legs over their shoulder.
The new angle has the dildo filling me in a way I didn’t know I could be filled, and I let out another deep groan, past caring how loud I am or who might be able to hear us. Dane keeps sliding into me, slower now as they use their free hand to start teasing my clit.
I forget how to breathe.
“Does that feel good?” they murmur, their eyes on my face as I stare back at them with my mouth hanging open.
All I can do is nod as the pressure that’s been building in my body reaches a new pitch.
“Dane,” I gasp, my voice ragged, “you’re going to make me come.”
“Come for me,” they order as they increase the pressure on my clit.
I watch their finger trace circle after circle in time with their thrusts, the sight hypnotic as I flex and squeeze around the dildo.
“I want to see you come, Evangeline. You look so pretty when you come.”
Their voice is what does it. I squeeze my eyes shut and throw my head back as I give in and let go. I chant their name over and over as the pleasure just keeps coming, ripping through me like I’ve been hit with a hurricane that takes the whole room along with it.
For a moment, the whole rest of the world disappears. There’s just me and Dane and how perfect it feels to be with them.
When I come back to my senses, we’re lying face to face with their arm slung around me and their leg draped over mine to keep me warm. I shiver and scooch in closer. They rest their chin on top of my head. I breathe in the scent of their skin and let out a sigh that ends in a contented hum.
They chuckle and start rubbing my back. “You are so damn cute.”
I don’t think I can talk yet, so I just sigh again. We lay there for a few long, lazy moments.
“That was incredible,” Dane says on a yawn.
I’m feeling sleepy too, but I don’t want to drift off just yet.
“It was,” I agree. “I can’t wait to do it again.”
Their chuckle jiggles my head where it’s curved against their chest. “I really like you, you know.”
“I really like you too.” I pause, my stomach fluttering. “Do you think it’s too early to...you know...say the thing?”
They stay silent for a moment, still tracing their fingers up and down my back, and my fluttering stomach gets even more frantic as I start to wonder if I pushed it too far.
“I know it’s soon,” they finally answer, “but to be honest, I’m done with ignoring how I feel about you or pretending I don’t know what it is.”
I pull back enough for us to look at each other again. All our sleepiness is gone, and the air feels charged with anticipation.
“That’s exactly how I feel,” I murmur. “If we’re going to do this, I want to be brave about it.”
They nod. “Let’s be brave.”
I open my mouth, those three little words dancing on the tip of my tongue. I hear Dane take a breath.
A couple silent seconds tick by before we both burst out laughing.
“Okay, who’s going first?” I ask.
Dane slides their hand down to grip my waist. “Let’s do it together. Count of three.”
I laugh again and then take a deep breath. “Okay.”
“One...” they start, “Two...Three!”
“I LOVE YOU!” we both shout in unison.
They press their lips to mine right after, and I tangle my legs around theirs as I pull them in as close as I can.
We skip step seven and go right to the part of the plan where we have more sex.



TWENTY-NINE



DANE
EVANGELINE PAUSES HALFWAY up the staircase when she realizes I’m not following her to the house. I see her balance her suitcase on the step and turn around to give me a confused look, but most of my attention is focused on the house itself.
The temperature in Montreal is still unseasonably high, rising enough to have the whole city thawing out today. The staircase’s rails are dripping with condensation that makes the metallic tang of damp iron waft through the air to join the fresh scent of melting snow.
There’s a steady trickle of water coming out of the drain pipe that runs off the edge of the roof. The snow that’s been gathering up there all winter is now sliding down the shingles in clumps.
Everything is shifting. Everything is getting a fresh start.
I take in the sight of the familiar, robin’s egg blue trim adorning the house with all its quirky swirls and scallops. I’ve memorized every patch where the white finish is wearing off the bricks. I’ve spent years planning and preparing to leave this place, but now that I’m back after finally doing it, I can’t imagine wanting to leave again.
Somewhere along the way, this house became my home.
Somehow, the woman standing on the staircase became my home too. It only took a few days without her and a few minutes back in her arms to realize even the most amazing house in the world would feel empty if it didn’t have Evangeline Hudson in it.
It would also be a lot less clean.
“Dane?” Evangeline calls. “You okay?”
I shake myself out of my stupor and grin. “Just checking out your ass.”
She rolls her eyes, but I can tell she’s about to start blushing as she turns back around and continues up to the landing. She fishes out her key while I hurry up the stairs to join her and then reaches for the knob once she’s got the door unlocked.
“It’s going to be okay,” she tells me.
“Is it?” I ask, my voice gone high-pitched with nerves.
I sent Tante Noelle a text to let her know I was okay in Vancouver, but other than that, I haven’t communicated with her at all. We’re about to face each other for the first time since I stormed out of here without looking back, and I’m still not sure how I feel about things.
I know it was wrong to lie to her. I know she was wrong to play around with the life of someone she loves. I also know everything did work out fine in the end, despite all the unnecessary confusion and dramatic heartbreak, but I’m not ready to let it all go the way Evangeline has. She’s still riding the high of embracing her spontaneous side and seems pretty Team Soul Mate at the moment, but I can’t join her there when I still feel a piece of my trust in ma tante has been broken.
“I know it is,” Evangeline answers. “You two love each other. You’ll work it out.”
“You have a lot of faith.”
She smiles and turns to the door. “I do now.”
It’s past six in the evening, and the house is already dim enough to need a few lamps on. I can see a glow coming from the hall to the kitchen and some light streaming down from the second floor.
“Tante Noelle?” Evangeline calls as she shrugs herself out of her coat. “C’est nous!”
I hear the creak of a door and some footsteps upstairs. I stand in frozen in place as Tante Noelle’s feet appear at the top of the staircase.
“Nous?” she repeats as she starts making her way down to us, her voice pitched high with surprise. “Qui est nous?”
She gets her question about who’s here answered once she comes down far enough to see us both. She’s wearing some flowy pants and a faded t-shirt for some kind of spiritual festival. The ensemble looks like the sort of thing she usually puts on to do yoga, which would explain why she’s covered in a thin sheen of sweat.
She looks back and forth from me to Evangeline so many times she’s on the brink of risking whiplash.
“Vous...vous êtes ici!” she stammers. “You’re here! Both of you! But, Evangeline, you are supposed to be in Toronto, and Dane, you...”
She trails off when she fixes her gaze back on me, and we stare at each other for a few tense seconds as a hundred unspoken words pass between us.
“We need to talk,” I say.
She nods. “Oui. We do.”
“Which is my cue to put my stuff away and go check on my pets!” Evangeline chimes.
She rolls her suitcase across the tiled floor and gives me an encouraging look over her shoulder before she starts hauling the bag up the stairs. I return her expression with my attempt at a ‘please don’t leave me’ simper, but she doesn’t turn back around as the stairs fire off their usual moans and groans under her feet.
Tante Noelle and I both keep staring at the staircase for a few moments after she’s gone.
“She came to Vancouver,” I mumble to fill the silence.
Tante Noelle whirls around to face me, her eyes bulging. “Quoi?”
“She flew out to see me two days ago. We...we talked things over. We’re giving this a shot—a shot at us, I mean. Me and her.”
I watch her expression shift from shocked to delighted to cautious. She doesn’t jump to tell me she was right or make some grand conclusion about things always working out in the end, and that calms some of my nerves.
We both know there’s something wrong here, which means there’s a much better chance we can fix it.
“Let’s sit in the living room,” she says as she starts leading the way there.
I drop my coat off on the rack and leave my suitcase in the entryway before I follow after her. She clicks a few of her antique lamps on and shifts some throw pillows around to make room for us on the couch. We each take a side, keeping a few feet of distance between us. Tante Noelle pulls her legs up into a lotus position, and I hug one of the pillows to my chest.
“I have some amends I would like to make, Dane,” she says. “Would you like to do some belly breaths first? The atmosphere in here is very heavy, and I want it to be clear enough for our hearts to hear each other.”
A lot of people would laugh at something like that, but I think it’s beautiful. I want our hearts to hear each other too.
I nod and loosen my grip on the pillow.
“In for four, out for eight,” she murmurs as she lets her eyes drop closed.
I listen to her start to time her breaths with the counts and join in after a moment, closing my eyes too. I breathe all the way into my belly, pushing the air down as far as it will go before releasing it all in a drawn-out whoosh. We continue with the same rhythm, and I let each exhale drain more and more of the tension from my body.
I let every distraction seep away until all that’s left are the words in my heart.
“Merci, Dane,” she says a few moments later. I peel my eyes open and see her face and posture look as relaxed as I feel. “That was lovely. Now that we have done that, I have some things I would like to say to you, if you would like to hear them.”
“I would,” I answer as I smooth my fingers along the seams of the pillow.
“Merci,” she says again. “Dane, I hurt you. I hurt Evangeline too, and I have spent this whole time you have been gone thinking about other people I might have hurt too. I thought it was my job to help the people around me find their soul mates, whatever that might look like, but I crossed a line. I crossed many lines.”
She folds her hands in her lap and stares down at her knuckles, bowing her head for a moment before she continues.
“I am lucky enough to live a life many people dream of, Dane, and I thank the universe for that every day, but the truth is that sometimes...sometimes I look at the people living in their nice homes with their nice families out in the suburbs like I had for such a short time when I was young, and I feel jealous of that.”
I almost drop the pillow. “You feel jealous of people in the suburbs?”
She nods and lets out a soft chuckle. “Ouais. C’est fou, non? But it’s true. There are so many paths to take in this life, Dane, but we only get one. When my husband died, I knew I wouldn’t marry again, not because I couldn’t love again, but because I knew it never really felt right to be a wife, to put down roots. I’m a wanderer, Dane. Still, sometimes I feel jealous of people who do stay put, and I think...I think maybe that is why I try so hard to match up all the soul mates I see. It feels like getting to walk all the paths I turned away from, just for a few more steps.”
Her voice gets all soft and distant at the end, and for the first time ever, I realize how tiny she is. She sweeps into every room like a tidal wave that takes everyone around her along for the ride, but underneath all the bangles, caftans, and crazy travel stories, she’s just this tiny woman out there taking on the world all by herself.
I never stopped to think she might get lonely sometimes.
“I’ve meditated on this a lot the past few days,” she continues. “I also talked to my guru. That’s what I most want to tell you about. I still believe in soul mates. I still believe everything has a purpose, but I need to find a different purpose now, one that won’t lead to me hurting people I love. I love you, Dane, and I see all of your strengths. I am so sorry for making you doubt that. I’m going to do better, and I’m going to start by going to my guru’s ashram for six months to discover my new purpose. I leave tomorrow.”
I gawk at her, squeezing the pillow in closer to my chest as my brain works through everything she’s just said. Her expression is calm, but I can see her knees bouncing with nerves even though she keeps trying to make them go still.
“You’re leaving?” I finally get out. “Tomorrow?”
She nod. “Yes, Dane. As they say, when in doubt, go to the ashram.”
Maybe it’s the effect of being in a plane all day. Maybe it’s the lack of sleep. Maybe it’s the shifting kaleidoscope of emotions I’ve felt over the past few days finally bursting open to send my feelings spraying out of me like a million coloured beads, but I can’t help myself from tipping my head back and laughing so loud the sound bounces off the walls of the room.
I laugh so hard I lose my breath. My stomach muscles ache as my face strains in silent laughter that leaves me gasping and doubling over.
“Does anyone say that but you, ma tante?” I manage to choke out before another wave of the laugh attack takes over.
By the time I’m done, she’s chuckling too.
“Ben, maybe you are right, Dane. Maybe people do not say that, but my guru and I do.”
“And that is why I love you.”
I say it lightly, but as soon as the words leave my mouth, a heaviness settles over the room. I clear my throat and shift on the couch so I’m facing her better.
“I love you, ma tante. So much. Nobody else in our family has supported me the way you always have. You just get me in a way they don’t, and that’s why it hurt so much to think maybe you only saw me as some game instead of a real person. I know that’s not true, though, and I also know I could do a better job at seeing you. I had no idea you feel lonely sometimes.”
She gives me a tentative grin. “Thank you, Dane.”
“I want apologize too,” I tell her. “Even if you knew it was a lie all along, it still wasn’t okay for me and Evangeline to lie to you for so long, no matter what our motivations were. You deserve respect, and we didn’t do a great job of respecting you. Evangeline would like to apologize to you herself too.”
“Oh, my darling, that’s really not necessary. I must apologize to her, not—”
“It’s what’s in my heart,” I interrupt, “and in hers. I also know she’s already forgiven you, but I’m sure she’d love to talk to you about it.”
“Yes, I would like to speak to her.”
“Should I get her now?” I start to raise myself up off the couch and then hesitate and sit back down. “Ma tante, are we...are we okay now? I really want us to be okay.”
“Oh, Dane.” She places a hand to her chest. “I want that more than anything, and of course, it goes without saying that I’ll extend the lease as long as you and Evangeline want. I am okay if you are.”
I feel the corners of my mouth start to lift as my heart skips a beat.
We can stay. We can keep our home.
“I’m okay. Better than okay, actually. Much better.”
I lunge across the couch to wrap her in a tight hug. All she can do is flap her hands against my back with me squishing her so hard, but I don’t loosen my grip until I’ve squeezed my eyes shut and taken a few deep breaths, soaking up the moment.
When I pull away, we’re both sniffling. Tante Noelle reaches up to swipe her fingers under her eyes.
“I’ll get Evangeline.” I jump to my feet, but I pause a few steps from the couch and look back at her. “For what it’s worth, I do think you’re a pretty great matchmaker, ma tante. I don’t know how you looked at Evangeline and thought I might be right for her, but...but I’m pretty sure you’re right.”
She chuckles and shakes her head. “Oh, I never said I wasn’t a good matchmaker. I think I might be the best matchmaker in the world. I’m just going to leave it up to my matches to decide if they want to be a match or not. No more meddling for me.”
I chuckle too. “That sounds good, ma tante.”
I grab my suitcase in the entryway and jog up the stairs as fast as I can with the bag. I still have so much to tell ma tante before she leaves tomorrow—that I’m staying in Montreal, that I’m ready to start my business, that Evangeline and I said the thing—but it can wait. I have something I need to do now, and that need is so urgent I don’t even stop in Evangeline’s doorway when I call out to tell her ma tante is waiting for her downstairs.
I rush down the hall to my room and speed inside, dropping my suitcase down on my bed and ripping it open so fast I almost break the zipper. I dig around for my laptop and plop down on the floor as soon as I’ve got it in my hands, not bothering with my desk.
I hear Evangeline heading downstairs, but everything beyond my computer screen is just hazy background noise as I pull up the unpublished draft of my photography website, the draft that has sat ready to go live for months.
It’s a fully functioning business site, not just a portfolio. There’s a contact form for bookings, pages of testimonials, descriptions of my services—and price lists.
Once I hit publish, I’m not going to be working for free anymore. I’m going to be running a business.
I spend the next half hour double-checking everything despite how many times I’ve already double-checked before today. Evangeline and ma tante must be having a good old bonding session downstairs because she doesn’t come back up to her room at all. I only notice how much time has passed when I hear some clinking glasses downstairs followed by a peal of Evangeline’s laughter.
The sound makes me smile at my screen, and I realize there’s one thing about the site I do need to change.
The adjustment only takes a couple minutes, and I stare at the site preview with my finger poised above the publish button while my heart jumps into my throat.
This is it.
This is the thing I’ve spent my whole adult life preparing for. This is the leap I’ve looked over the edge of more times than I can count but never taken a full step towards.
This is my future.
I still can’t make myself push the button. My finger twitches and cramps from me holding it bent in the air for so long, but every time I take a deep breath and will myself to just click the damn thing, I freeze.
“Just do it,” I mutter. “Nike it up, Dane.”
My finger does not want to Nike it up.
My chest feels tight, and my breaths are coming in spurts like I’m running a marathon instead of sitting on my bedroom floor. I watch the clock in the corner of the screen show another minute go by, and a scream of frustration starts to build up inside me as the corners of my eyes prick with heat.
“Why can’t I just fucking do it?”
I’m about to accept throwing my laptop across the room as an easier option than pressing one damn little button when I hear a soft meow at my door. Jelly Bean trots inside, his poofy tail twitching and his blue eyes blinking at me as he meows again and comes to sit beside my lap.
“Oh, hey, little dude.”
He plants his front paws on my thigh and stretches his head up towards my hovering finger. My heartbeat gets even faster. I know he’s only looking for scratches, but when he looks up and blinks at me again, I can’t help thinking maybe he’s giving me a message.
“You want me to press it, don’t you?” I ask.
Me pressing the button would get him scratches sooner, so really, it’s in his best interest.
“Okay, boy, I’m gonna do it.”
He kneads my leg with his paws and starts to purr.
I push the button.
“Holy shit,” I whisper.
I start scratching behind his ears, but I can’t feel his fur. I can’t feel the weight of my laptop. I can’t even feel the floor underneath me as I watch the little update bar on the screen fill up before a pop-up appears to congratulate me on my new website.
“Jelly Bean, I have a business.”
I sit there with my heart pounding for a moment before I gently pry Jelly Bean from my leg and jump to my feet with my laptop balanced in my arms.
“Come on, cat!” I shout. “We have to show your mom!”
I careen down the stairs as fast as I dare with a computer in my hands and sprint all the way into the living room. Evangeline and ma tante are drinking what appears to be hot chocolate out of two steaming mugs while one of Tante Noelle’s sketchy bottles of mystery liquor sits open on the coffee table.
They both gawk at me with wide eyes.
“I DID IT!” I shout as Evangeline starts to ask me what’s wrong. “I published my website! I have a website! I’m doing it! I’m running a business!”
I set the laptop down on the coffee table and spin it around to face them. They inch forward to the edge of the couch and hunch over to peer at the screen.
“Dane, c’est magnifique!” ma tante shrieks as she claps her hands.
Evangeline gasps as her eyes roam over the screen. “This is beautiful!”
I can see the website reflected in the lenses of her glasses, and I notice the exact moment she gets to the pictures I added to the home page just a few minutes ago.
“Wait, is that—is that me?”
Her expression doesn’t show anything except shock. I shift my weight from foot to foot as the nerves hit.
“I can change it if you want.”
“No, it’s not that, it’s just...” She lets out a breathless chuckle, her gaze still pinned to the screen. “You really want me on the front page? Don’t you want to put, like, a model there or something?”
“I want to put my best work on the front page.”
She looks up at me. I pour everything I have into my next words, but I know the photos say more than I ever could.
“I want everyone to know how I feel about you, Evangeline. I want everyone to know I love you.”
Her mouth drops open, and she blinks at me a couple times before her face shifts into a beaming smile that could melt all the snow in the city.
“I want everyone to know I love you too, Dane.”
Ma
tante starts banging her mug against the coffee table and whooping.
“Felicitations! Woooo!” She keeps the din going as she gets to her feet and points behind her at the couch. “Assis-toi, Dane. Sit right there. I am making you a drink so we can make a toast.”
She heads for the kitchen, still cheering and screaming out congratulations in a variety of languages while she gets to work making the drink. I drop into a seat on the couch and scooch in close enough to rest my head on Evangeline’s shoulder. She tilts hers head to mine.
“It’s good to be home,” I say with a happy sigh.
She twists to plant a kiss on top of my head and murmurs, “Yes. It’s good to be home.”



THIRTY



EVANGELINE
One Year Later
“EVANGELINE, I’m officially making it part of my role as your partner to insist you stop micro-managing your own graduation party and let your mom and ma tante handle it.”
“But—”
“But no,” Dane cuts me off, reaching for my elbow as I try to turn down the sidewalk onto our street. “We’re doing another lap of the block. They’re not ready yet.”
“But what if they need help?” I insist, taking a few hobbling steps backwards as Dane keeps trying to tug my arm forward. “There’s so much to do, and people will be arriving soon. We could—”
“We could chill out and let them handle it. You’re the guest of honor, Evangeline. It’s going to look really weird if you’re in there plating finger sandwiches when the guests arrive. Where is your sense of decorum?”
I groan but give in and let them steer me past our street. We fall into step beside each other, but they don’t let my arm go. The only way they got me out of the house in the first place was by telling me we were running a couple errands for the party, which turned out to be a lie. In reality, our party staff—made up of my mom, Tante Noelle, and my friend Chloe—were just sick of telling me to relax and stop trying to help.
I’ve gotten much better at relaxing in many areas of my life, but event planning is not one of them.
“Isn’t this nice?” Dane urges as a few chirping birds swoop across the street to land on an old house adorned with a quirky little turret. “Being out in the sunshine? Feeling the spring air? Aren’t you glad I spirited you away?”
I glare at them and mutter, “Don’t push it.”
They do have a point. It’s a beautiful day in late April. The blue sky is adorned with a few fluffy white clouds, bright green baby leaves are bursting out of their fuzzy buds on the trees, and the air is warm enough that I have my sweater slung over one of my arms as I walk around in just a t-shirt.
Excepting the party stress, my body feels as light as the weightless clouds. Exams are done. My whole undergrad is done. I haven’t officially graduated, but all my results are in, confirming I aced my fourth year. We’re doing the party before I get my diploma because Tante Noelle is heading off to lead one of her ashram retreats in a couple days and we won’t see her again until the fall.
“Are you sad about Tante Noelle leaving?” I ask Dane as we pass by a dog walker with a whole pack’s worth of leashes clutched in her hands.
I somehow resist the urge to tell her to stop walking so I can pet every single dog.
“Yeah, I am,” Dane answers. “It’s not like she was ever home much to begin with, but we did get to see her more than, like, twice a year before she started running the retreats.”
Noelle’s big ashram stay back when Dane and I first started dating turned into an eight month journey that revealed her new purpose to her. Namely, her guru asked her to take a job as a retreat manager, and she accepted.
The theme of the first retreat she created was ‘Being Your Own Soul Mate.’ We had the cutest video chat in history when she called me one night to ask how to use a planner.
“Yeah, it’s tough not seeing her very much, but she does seem so happy.”
Dane nods. “I love seeing her like that.”
We continue on in comfortable silence for a few minutes, making our way through our neighbourhood filled with people of all ages out enjoying the sunshine.
It really is our neighbourhood. The whole house felt like ours in a new way after we started dating. Even though we’d already been living together for a couple years, everything felt new and exciting once we made the shift from roommates to partners. It felt like moving in all over again.
One of the first things we did—after having sex in pretty much every room—was tear up all our old roommate chore lists and rules. We sat down at the kitchen island and came up with some new systems that work for both of us. It’s taken a lot of trial and error and a saint’s worth of patience on both our sides, but I like to think we’ve learned some important things along the way.
I’ve learned to feel more admiration and pride for Dane than I ever have for anyone before. Their business is growing bigger with every month, and even though they still cram in a few weird Craig’s List jobs with Jonah to tide their finances over, I know they’re going to have a whole photography empire built in no time.
“I can’t believe you’re already done your undergrad,” Dane muses as they trail a fingertip along the rails of a fence boarding up a vacant lot we pass. “You’re making me feel old.”
“Oh my god, you sound like my mom,” I say with a groan. “I’m only two years younger than you.”
“And don’t you forget it,” they warn as they reach over to give my butt a squeeze.
“Dane!” I shriek even as I hope they’ll do it again.
They slide their arm around my waist instead and hold me close as we walk.
“Seriously, though, I’m really proud of you. You’re amazing, and you’re going to rock vet school.”
“Thank you,” I say, dropping my head to their shoulder for a moment. I can’t help letting out a sigh as we continue making our way up the street.
“What is it?” they ask.
“I just...” I pause and chew on my lip for a moment. “I just wish both my parents were coming to the party. I know it’s not actually my graduation, but still, I wish I could just have one thing in my life they’re both there for.”
They give me a squeeze. “I know.”
I allow myself one more sigh and then shrug the feelings off. “Anyways, am I an amazing enough graduate to convince you to take me back to the house now?”
They chuckle. “Hmmm. Let me check my phone.”
I let out a hmmph and pause so they can check their texts.
“It’s your lucky day, Princess,” they say after a moment. “They’re pretty much wrapped up. We, uh, have to meet your mom outside the house for something first.”
“Huh?” I ask as we dart across the street.
“She’s got a...surprise she wants you to see before you go into the party.”
“Dane,” I say, putting a threatening note into my voice, “what did I tell everyone about surprises?”
They hold up their hands. “Hey. Her idea, not mine.”
I start to speed-walk the rest of the way home, moving so fast Dane has to jog to catch up with me.
“You know what it is, don’t you?” I complain.
“She made me swear under pain of death not to tell,” they say as they pant for breath.
I give them a look.
“Okay, maybe not actually under pain of death, but I’m really not supposed to tell you. Oh look, there she is!”
The end of our street has come into view, and I start jogging too when I spot my mom hovering on the house’s iron staircase.
“Mom!” I call, waving at her as I close the rest of the distance between us. “What’s the surprise?”
She chuckles. “So Dane told you there’s a surprise?”
She looks past me to wag her finger at Dane as they jog up beside me. She’s never said anything about it, but I know it’s taken her pretty much the whole first year of us dating to believe we’re not going to end in disaster.
Maybe she still believes that, but she’s sweet and polite with them. She knows they make me happy, and she’s happy about that. She’s letting me figure the rest out for myself.
“I didn’t tell her what it is!” Dane insists.
“I can tell from how desperate she looks.” My mom focuses back on me, and all her joking fades as her face creases with apprehension. “Honey, I hope it was okay to do this. You can tell me if it wasn’t.”
My stomach starts tying itself in knots. “Mom, what is it? Come on. You know we both hate surprises.”
She winces. “I know. I just wanted to make sure it would...work out before I told you—before we told you.”
Before I can ask what she’s talking about, she turns around and waves back at the house. I see a flash of movement in the living room window, and a couple seconds later, the front door opens and my dad steps out.
My jaw drops.
“Wh-what?” I stammer as he starts making his way down the stairs.
He, Dane, and my mom are all watching me with nervous expressions as I glance between the three of them, searching for an explanation.
I haven’t seen my mom and dad this close to each other since the divorce got finalized almost a decade ago. They didn’t even say hello when they passed me off at custody visits, or when they split my birthdays into half days shared between them. I gave up hoping we’d ever get to feel like a family again, even just for an afternoon.
Something starts seeping into the cracks in my heart, filling more gaps than I knew were there as I watch them both glance at each other and then at me.
“Honey,” my mom says, her voice gentle, “your father and I...we realized you deserve to have a day that’s all about you. You deserved way more of them growing up, but you can count on this one. We want to be here for you. Both of us. You’re the best thing both of us have ever done, and we’re so proud of you.”
“And nothing will ever change that,” my dad adds, his deep voice filled with sincerity.
I look at the two of them standing side by side. I have her hair and eyes, but I’ve got his mouth and jaw.
I have her tenacity and dedication. I have his creativity and imagination.
I have the best of both of them. I am the best of both of them, and nothing is ever changing that.
No matter what it took to get here, everything has worked out just like it should.
I throw myself into my dad’s arms first, reaching out for my mom’s hand as I hug him. I hug her next, and then I run to Dane and pull them to me as tight as I can.
“You know I’m still mad you agreed to surprise me,” I whisper against their neck, even though I’m chuckling and my eyes are filling with tears, “but thank you.”
I drop my arms to grab their hand and steer them closer to my parents.
“Dad,” I say, “this is my partner, Dane.”
He does The Dad Thing and stares Dane down for a few seconds, a stony expression on his face, before he sticks his hand out and grins.
I have his smile too.
“You did hear that, right?” he asks Dane as they shake hands. “That girl is the best thing I’ve done with my life, so you treat her right, okay?”
“Oh, I plan to,” Dane assures him. “To be honest, sir, I think she might be the best thing that’s happened to me too.”
I catch my mom wiping some tears away before she claps her hands together and nods at the stairs. “I think they’re waiting for us up there. Shall we?”
I keep my grip on Dane’s hand as I lead the way to the staircase. I pause with my foot on the bottom step and look up at the house I know so well.
The house I love so much.
“This is going to sound stupid,” I tell Dane as we start climbing the steps together, my voice quiet enough that my parents won’t hear, “but the very first time I ever stood at the bottom of this staircase, I thought it looked like it led to a fairytale.”
“This is going to sound even more stupid,” they answer, “but I think you were right about that, and I think maybe that’s not stupid at all.”
They reach for the doorknob when we get to the top, and we step into our home.
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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 gender non-conforming 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!




ONE



IZ
“SHOULD 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.



TWO



MARINA
“WHAT ARE YOU SMILING ABOUT?”
My roommate, Alexis, throws a look at me as she heads through the living room on her way to get a snack in the kitchen. I’ve just put down my phone after ending my weekly call with Iz, and her question makes me realize I’m still grinning at the black screen like Iz’s face is going to pop up any second and add in one last joke.
“I was just talking to Iz,” I answer. I move my phone from the couch to the coffee table and pick up the cross-stitch I was working on before the call.
“Of courseeeee,” Alexis drawls around the mouthful of chips she’s just shoved in her face while standing in front of the open cupboard, contemplating her other food options.
She’s clearly settled in for the night, with her famous raggedy bunny slippers on under her sweatpants and an equally raggedy white crop top with the words ‘Band Geek’ printed on it in peeling purple letters.
We’re not exactly a ‘party hard’ kind of house. Most nights, we can be found doing exactly this: me sitting on the couch doing a cross stitch with Netflix on and Alexis wandering out of her room in search of food after a long session of oboe practice. Sometimes we even get really wild and watch an Audrey Hepburn movie together while splitting a bottle of wine.
“You tell them you’re in love with them yet?”
I almost drop my needle in the middle of threading it through the next square in my embroidery hoop. “Alexis!”
“What?” She wanders over with the chip bag in hand, the giant pile of brown curls pulled into a messy bun on top of her head bouncing as she plops down on the couch next to me. “You are going to tell them, right?”
Alexis is one of the most direct people I know, which comes in handy sometimes, but also makes sharing secrets with her an extreme risk. I wouldn’t have told her about New Year’s Eve if I had anyone else to
tell, but seeing as my go-to sounding board for any kind of confession—AKA Iz—was the reason for that confession, I ended up going into a rambling story about the kiss during one of our roomie wine and Audrey nights a few weeks ago.
It only took about one sentence from me for her to declare she always knew I was in love with Iz. I didn’t even use the word ‘love’ myself, but she’s been ordering me to march up to Iz and tell them ever since. I had to pry my laptop out of her hands to keep her from buying me a plane ticket that very night.
Hence the extreme risk of telling her any secrets.
“No, Alexis, I’m not going to call up my best friend of almost twenty years and say I’m in love with them with absolutely no warning, especially when I’m not even sure that’s how I feel, and extra especially when I have no idea if that’s how they feel.”
She rolls her eyes and points at the hoop in my hands, coming dangerously close to sprinkling chip dust on the white fabric. “Marina, level with me here. You are literally embroidering a picture of the two of you holding hands. You’re in love, girl.”
I pause and look at the blocked out design I’m only a few rows away from finishing. I’m not great at making my own cross-stitch patterns, but I’m proud of how this one turned out. It’s at least discernibly me and Iz, their red button-down and matching Jordans a contrast to the green sundress I’m wearing. It’s based on a photo of us from a couple summers ago. I still need to do the threaded details like the shoelaces and facial expressions, and then the whole thing will come to life.
“What?” I demand. “It’s their birthday present. It’s cute. Friends make each other stuff like this.”
Alexis raises her eyebrows and downs another handful of chips, not even bothering to argue.
I can’t blame her. If I’m honest with myself, I can admit this cross stitch is the gayest thing I’ve ever seen in my life.
If I’m even more honest with myself, I can admit there’s no way Iz and I are just friends anymore—or at least, they’re not just a friend to me.
Being with Iz feels like being myself. We just fit. When we’re together, I feel like I’m wrapped up in my favourite blanket, the one that’s worn and soft in all the right places and always smells like warm laundry.
That’s what loving someone is supposed to feel like. I’ve dated a bit since I started college, but it always comes back to that: nobody feels like Iz. Nobody makes me feel that same crazy combination of safe and electrified that zings through me every time they look at me a certain way.
That’s the thing: I know they look at me a certain way. I’ve seen it happen again and again. Ever since we left high school, there have been these moments during our visits and our calls where things between us shift. The silence stretches on a little too long. We get caught up in each other’s eyes and then look away, both of us breathing hard. The looming sensation that something is about to happen hangs so thick in the air it gets hard to breathe at all.
But nothing ever does happen. It’s always the same, just like tonight on the call when they called me cute. I know friends call each other cute all the time. We’ve been calling each other cute since we were kids, but just friends don’t go quiet and stare at each other the way we did after that.
I felt it then: the weight of something hanging between us. I was so sure of it I couldn’t move. I couldn’t force out the words I wanted to say.
Do you really think I’m cute, Iz?
I don’t know what they would have said, but I needed to find out. It’s become clearer and clearer there’s something here besides friendship.
Of course that scared me when I realized it. Of course it kept me up at night. Of course it made me feel crazy and terrified of putting one of the most important things in my life at risk, but when Iz leaned in at midnight during the New Year’s Eve party we went to in Toronto a few weeks ago, it finally clicked: not going after this—whatever this is—would be even scarier than risking it all.
Just one sloppy, champagne-fueled peck on the lips made the whole night explode into shimmering shades of colour I’d never seen before. Iz went bright red and apologized a second later, but I didn’t want an apology.
I wanted more.
Alexis keeps sitting there crunching on her chips like the embodiment of the sassiest side of my subconscious, and after completing a few more squares of the cross-stitch, I give in and sigh.
“Look, even if I was completely ready to tell Iz, I couldn’t. They’d freak the fuck out.”
“Um, I don’t think so.” Alexis shakes her head. “I’ve seen you guys together when they’ve visited here. They’re clearly head over heels for you.”
My pulse picks up at the thought of it, and I’m glad Alexis can’t hear the way my heart is clanging against my ribcage.
“Even if that were true, it’s...it’s not that simple.”
“What’s not simple about it?” She shrugs. “Seems pretty simple to me. You like each other, so tell each other.”
Now it’s me shaking my head. “Iz...has a hard time trusting other people’s feelings. They have a hard time trusting their own feelings. I don’t think it would ever be a matter of just telling each other and taking it from there.”
I know that better than anyone. I was there for Iz through their first heartbreak. I’ve been there for them through every heartbreak since. If the thought of letting our friendship shift into something more makes me nervous, that’s nothing compared to the utter terror I can imagine Iz feeling.
“So, what, you’re gonna bottle it all up forever because it might be hard for them? Is that fair to you?”
“I...” The needle goes still in my hands again, halfway through finishing the final corner of one of Iz’s shoes. “Look, this is all still so new for me. I only started seriously thinking about it as a possibility at New Year’s. We’re talking about the person I’ve been best friends with since we were toddlers. Can we just leave it at that for tonight?”
“Of course, yeah.” She sets the chip bag down on the table and spreads her hands in surrender. “Sorry if I pushed too hard on this. You know I just want to see you happy.”
“Hmm.” I glance over at the TV sitting on a cheap IKEA stand across the room. “You know what would make me happy?”
“What?”
“If you went and put on Roman Holiday for us to watch.”
She drops her head back and groans. “Seriously? Roman Holiday again? How many times have you seen that movie?”
“It’s my favourite!” I protest. “And you said you wanted to make me happy.”
“Ugh, fine.” She keeps grumbling to herself as she heads over to get my favourite Audrey Hepburn movie of all time going.
It’s my favourite movie of all time, period. I’ve stopped counting how many times I’ve seen it, and I still manage to find something new to love every time I watch Miss Audrey zip around Rome on a moped as the runaway Princess Ann.
When we were kids, Iz and I used to play our own make-believe version of the movie all the time. I’d be Princess Ann, of course, and Iz would pull me around the yard in a wagon that was supposed to be our getaway vehicle. We’d imagine there were paparazzi and royal officials hiding out in the bushes trying to catch us, and we’d wedge the wagon behind the shed in my parent’s yard to get ‘undercover.’ Sometimes we’d sit back there for hours, sharing snacks we’d packed beforehand and talking about what an amazing life we could have together in Rome if we managed to escape.
“Hey, Marina,” Alexis says after settling herself back on the couch once the opening credits begin to play, “I know I’m already pushing it, but just...maybe when you’re in Halifax for Iz’s birthday—”
“Alexis,” I warn.
“Okay, okay.” She waves her hands in the air. “Like I said, I just want to see you happy.”
I watch the black and white images of 1950s Rome on the screen, still thinking about Iz and I in that wagon, their hand in mine as they dropped their squeaky kid’s voice into a fake baritone and told me they’d show me the world, and I nod.
I just want to see us happy too.



THREE



MARINA
THERE’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.
Grab your free copy on www.katiarose.com!
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