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MEG
“Megan Marion Doyle, are you seriously hiding under my bed?”
I stare at the wooden slats above my face and shift so the edge of the carpet isn’t digging into my back.
“Shhh,” I whisper. “And don’t call me Megan.”
Justice’s socked feet appear at the edge of the bed. He crouches down to squint at me in the gap between the floor and the mattress.
“Hun, you know you can’t stay under here forever.”
I avoid his eyes, still focusing on the slats of IKEA-grade pine above me. “I know. I’ll just stay here long enough to miss my bus. Possibly long enough to miss the next bus too, just to be safe.”
He sighs and straightens back up. The bed creaks as he sits down on the mattress.
“Yeah, babe, I don’t think that’s gonna fly with the guy I have coming over tonight. Like, ‘Hello, Derek. Welcome to my place. Don’t mind the homeless lesbian hiding under the bed in existential terror. Would you like a drink?’”
I snort in spite of said terror—the one that told me to crawl under this bed in the first place and is now sitting on my chest like a fear-fueled demon keeping me pinned to the ground. “His name is Derek? You’re banging a dude named Derek tonight?”
“He’s a spin coach, okay? He can be named whatever he wants with a body like that. Also I don’t need to justify my choices to you, Meg.” He drums his heels on the floor in emphasis. “Do I need to yet again point out that you’re hiding under a bed? It’s not even your bed.”
Now it’s my turn to sigh. Justice has been known to dole out the roastings harder and faster than Gordon Ramsay, but I deserve every minute of this one. Not only am I twenty-two years old and hiding under my friend’s bed to avoid getting on a bus, but I’m also, as he put it, currently homeless.
Hence my living on Justice’s futon for the past two weeks and my impending return to my home town to get my mess of a life sorted out.
I take a deep breath and shrug off enough of the dread to start shuffling my way out from under the bed, inching along like a wiggling turtle stuck upside down on its shell.
“God, this is actual nightmare fuel,” Justice jokes, faking a shudder as my head emerges into the harsh light of morning.
“Oh fuck off.” I smack his ankles to get them out of my way, and he folds them up into a cross-legged seat on his green and white striped comforter.
I finish extracting myself from under the bed and flop down beside him, replacing my view of the slats with a view of the outdated popcorn ceiling. If I keep looking up, I won’t have to look at my two suitcases and duffel bag sitting by the door.
My peaceful meditation gets interrupted by Justice leaning over to hover his face above mine, his dark, highlight-streaked hair falling into his brown eyes.
“Meg, seriously, you do have to catch that bus.”
I blink. “You’re so handsome, Justice.”
He rolls his eyes and lets out a sound somewhere between a growl and a falsetto scream.
He really is beautiful. I don’t think a day goes by when I don’t catch at least seven guys checking him out. We were buying toilet paper the other day, and this dude came over and hit him with a ‘Come here often?’
Justice Chan—call him Justin, and he will orchestrate your social annihilation—has been one of my best friends since we met at Montreal’s biggest gay bar during the first month of my freshman year at McGill. He’s a year older than me and currently rocking his way through real estate agent training.
I sit up after he pulls away from looming over me and clap a hand on his shoulder, bouncing a little on the mattress with the excitement of the idea that’s just hit me.
“Yo, Justice, why don’t you come with me? Just for a few days. It will be like a fun field trip. You can escape the hectic heat of city life in the beautiful rural refuge that is Chapel Creek.”
I spread one of my hands in a ‘picture this’ gesture, but all he does is give me a deadpan stare.
“Meg, I’m a gay Asian man. I’m not going to some small, backwoods town that’s literally called Chapel Creek. It sounds like somewhere they’d try to exorcise me with holy water.”
“No, no, no.” I give his shoulder another squeeze. “It will be great. The chapel is a United Church. That’s the one that approves of us. There was even a gay wedding there once like ten years ago.”
His deadpan somehow gets even deader. “Wow. Sounds like the place to be.”
“Justice.” I let go of his shoulder and clasp my hands in my lap, staring down at my knuckles as I squeeze so tight they go white. My voice drops, losing all the feigned excitement and turning quiet and cracked as a lump rises in my throat. “I really don’t want to go.”
He slings his arm around me a second later, his voice quiet too. “I know, babe. I know.”
We stay like that for a moment as I fight to keep the burning in my eyes at bay. I look around at the minimalist chic decor of Justice’s barely-a-one-bedroom apartment—whose minimalism has been very thrown off by me living here—and I know he’s right: I do have to catch that bus.
I’ve already sold all my furniture. Most of my other belongings are sitting in boxes I shipped to my parents’ house. The savings I managed to scrape together while completing my architecture degree are negligible, and most of them are tied up in non-refundable plane tickets and pending reimbursements from what was going to be the best year of my life.
Two days from now, I was supposed to get on a flight to Paris. I was supposed to spend a whole year interning as an entry-level set designer at the opera. I was going to live in a ridiculously aesthetic garret apartment like a true gay artiste, spending my days crafting new worlds for famous opera stars to inhabit and my nights banging gorgeous French babes.
Then the program funding got cut and someone somehow missed a memo about letting the Canadian participants know. I only found out I no longer had a life plan two weeks ago.
I need to regroup and get my shit together, and as much as I’d love to do that on Justice’s futon, he needs space to live his life, and I need time to pause and figure out mine. I need a new plan and a few weeks for the meagre reimbursements I secured to make their way through international bank transfers, so to Chapel Creek I go.
“I better get this show on the road.” I push myself to my feet and then cringe. “God, I’m already starting to sound like my mom, and I’m not even there yet.”
Justice laughs. “Come on. I’ll help you get this show to the bus station.”
I pause and blink at him, a rare moment of warm fuzziness overcoming our usual habit of taking constant shots at each other. “Really?”
He sighs. “Yes, but you owe me. I’m going to get all sweaty and have to shower again before I meet Derek tonight.”
I shift my duffel bag over my shoulder, and we both head for the door with a suitcase in tow. Justice adjusts the tank top he’s wearing over skinny jeans cropped just above his ankles, and I fish a baseball cap out of my duffel bag to put on backwards and keep my shaggy, bleached blonde hair out of my eyes.
“Why bother?” I tease. “Aren’t you planning on getting sweaty with Derek anyway?”
I can’t help smirking at the name Derek, and Justice glares before turning to lock the door once we’re out in the hallway.
“I happen to value hygiene, Meg. I manifested a hot boy summer, not a sweaty boy summer.”
I burst out laughing. “You manifested a hot boy summer?”
“Yes.” He rolls his eyes and starts leading us down the speckled linoleum floor of the hallway. I can smell someone enjoying a joint in one of the units, and there’s blaring classical piano music coming from behind the same door.
Just another day in Montreal.
“I spoke affirmations into the universe while putting these blond highlights in my hair,” Justice continues. “I am going to both be the hot boy and do the hot boys.”
“Ommmm,” I chant, holding the stairwell door open for him before we start making our way down the two flights to the lobby. “Ommmm.”
The lobby is as outdated as the rest of the place: all linoleum and brass accents with the place’s name, L’étoile d’or, etched in flaking gold letters on the glass wall of the entryway.
There’s a certain charm to the way most of the decrepit apartment buildings in Montreal have held onto their grandiose names from the fifties and sixties. I don’t know if L’étoile d’or was ever truly the ‘golden star’ of yore, but it’s fun to imagine what it must have been like to design a little place like this with all the quirks of the era.
We start heading down to the station. Justice stops to check his phone at a red light when we’re only a couple blocks away, so I pull mine out too. There are five unread texts from my mom, all new since the last time I replied to her twenty minutes ago.
“Dear lord,” I grumble as I scan her latest updates.
“Did you just say dear lord? You really are regressing into a small town hick.”
I ignore the jab as I send a thumbs up emoji and pocket my phone. “My mom is giving me even more constant updates than usual now that I’m coming home. At this point she might as well just send me a live link to the security camera footage from the store.”
“Right, the store.” Justice nods. “I forgot you come from a long line of...what kind of store is it again?”
I brace for him to hit me with another roasting as we head down a steep slope in the sidewalk, the bus station waiting for us at the bottom.
“A general store and bait shop.”
“Right, right. You explained this to me.” I can hear the strain in his voice as he holds back his laughter. “You sell worms and stuff. You really do come from a whole different world. It’s fascinating.”
I snort even though it’s me he’s making fun of. “I’m going to tell my dad to put that in the window: we sell worms and stuff.”
We cross the final intersection that leaves us standing at the edge of the station. It’s not even nine in the morning, but the street outside is already crowded with cars and taxis, the sidewalk a flurry of people carting suitcases around and hugging goodbye.
I’m already cutting it so close I should be running into the station to find my bus, but my feet won’t move. I stay rooted to the pavement just beyond the crowds and lean into Justice’s touch when he rests his hand on my shoulder.
“It’s gonna be okay,” he says. “You’ll get a nice few weeks with your family while you sort things out, and then you’ll be back here with me.”
“Right.” I nod, and it feels like I’m moving in slow motion. Justice’s voice sounds like it’s coming from far away. “Yeah.”
He presses my shoulder more firmly. “I know going home sucks. It’s suffocating. I grew up in a major city full of queers, but my family...”
His voice cracks, and the sound breaks me out of my trance enough to throw my arms around him.
The people of Chapel Creek might not have a lot of experience interacting with those of the homosexual persuasion, but to my family, I’ve always been the same old me. I wish my mom was a little less gay-friendly, considering how much Googling of lesbian sex terms she does to be ‘in the know,’ but I’d still take that over needing to hide who I am every time I go home.
“Hey, you’ve got me.” I hold him tight before stepping back and patting him on both his cheeks. “And you’ve got the rest of the Hot Thots. We’re your family too.”
‘Hot Thots’ is the name of our infamous group chat, made up of the band of ride-or-die queer friends we’ve formed during our years in Montreal.
“Thanks, Meg.” He pats my cheeks too. “Now go get on that fucking bus.”
I take the suitcase handle he offers me. “Shit, yeah, I have to go. Love you!”
“Love you too, you hick!” he calls out as I start jogging up the sidewalk.
I look back over my shoulder and stick my tongue out at him before shouting, “Don’t fall in love with Derek and replace me while I’m gone!”
“Don’t fall in love with some Chapel Creek hoe and never come back!” he answers.
I roll my eyes and turn back around, catching the door to the station just as someone rushes outside.
There is absolutely no chance I’m going to fall in love in Chapel Creek.
    
THE JOLT of the bus pulling up to the tiny station in Peterborough jerks me awake. My cheek makes a soft suction cup sound as I pull my face away from where I’ve slumped against the window.
This bus is going all the way to Toronto, and only two other people besides me get off when the driver calls out for Peterborough. I shake out the stiffness in my legs as I walk up the aisle. My transfer in Ottawa was delayed, so I’ve now spent the whole day on my ass.
Outside the bus windows, the setting sun is streaking the parking lot with rosy red beams of light. I can hear cicadas shrieking out their appreciation of the display, and even though Peterborough is a big town compared to the obscurity of Chapel Creek, I can smell the difference in the air here. I can catch the scent of something wild on the edge of the breeze as I step out of the bus: the hint of grass, dirt, and river-soaked rocks that’s richer than in any city park.
In the city, those smells are like perfume, distilled and bottled to be enjoyed in small doses, but up here, they’re sprawling and free—fearless, even, in the way that reminds you you’re of the earth and never above it.
The sight of our family pick-up truck tucked into a corner of the parking lot brings me right back to the scent of our backyard where it backs onto endless miles of woods.
The familiarity hits at the same time the nerves do. This is really happening. After spending most of my childhood and all of my teen years promising myself I’d get out of Chapel Creek as fast as I could, I’m heading back without an escape plan ready. Every time I’ve returned since high school, I’ve had somewhere else to call home too—namely a dorm room or a crappy apartment full of messy roommates, but what mattered to me were never the four walls around me.
What mattered was the connection to something bigger than me, something better than I’d ever known before. It sounds crazy, but the first time I set foot in Montreal, back when I was visiting the McGill campus during my last year of high school, I swear I heard the whole city go quiet for a second. In that moment, the voice at the very heart of all that gorgeous architecture, all those wonderfully weird and beautiful people, and all that bustling, bubbling potential spoke up and said, “Oh hey, Meg. You’re here.”
Something in me clicked into place for the very first time and said, “It’s me. I am.”
I started becoming Meg Doyle for the first time that day—Meg Doyle, on no one’s terms but her own. I rewrote my whole life. I learned, I grew, and I carved out a path that was supposed to lead me all the way to the fucking Paris opera, but now I’m heading back to my home town with not much more than I left it with.
The gut-twisting dread that kept me up all night ties another knot in my stomach. The exhaustion must have eventually knocked me out somewhere between Ottawa and Peterborough, but I’m all jitters and adrenaline now.
I shift my weight from foot to foot as I wait for the two people ahead of me to dig their suitcases out of the luggage compartments. Once I’ve retrieved mine from the bowels of the vehicle, I turn and find the truck still sitting in its parking spot with no sign of my dad.
I wheel my bags over and find the cab empty, so I figure he must have headed off to get a snack. I set all my bags down and then heave one of the suitcases into my arms, panting as I manoeuvre it over the edge of the truck bed.
I expect to hear the clatter of the suitcase hitting the bed’s plastic liner, but instead there’s a soft thump followed by an, “Oof!”
“What the—”
The end of my sentence turns into a shriek as a familiar white dude’s face appears over the edge of the truck bed, just a few inches from mine.
“Hiya, Megan!” he says with a grin, completely unfazed by my scream.
I am very fazed by him.
“What the fuck?!” I yelp, my voice going extra high-pitched as recognition starts to dawn. “Pat the Pervert? What the hell are you doing in my dad’s car?”
His face falls a little at the terrible nickname people used to call him in elementary school—and well into high school—after someone caught him checking out a teacher’s boobs in the fourth grade, but I’m still freaking out too much to apologize.
“Sorry I startled you. I was napping while I waited for your bus.”
I take a step back and bump into the car next to the truck. “I repeat, Pat: what the hell are you doing in my dad’s car?”
He opens his mouth to answer, but a shout from the other side of the parking lot makes us both turn.
“Miss!” The bus driver is power-walking over to us in his button-up short-sleeved shirt and slacks. “Miss, is everything okay here? Is this man bothering you?”
“Uh...”
I look back and forth between Pat and the driver.
Pat looks between me and the driver too.
“I’m picking her up,” he says after a moment before focusing on me. “Your dad got tied up at the shop, so he sent me to get you.”
“He sent...you?”
Pat nods. All I can see of him above the edge of the truck is his head, floating like a disembodied spirit with shaggy brown hair and a dark green baseball cap on.
That’s when I notice it’s a Doyle’s Bait and General Store baseball cap.
“I’m head cashier. Just got promoted. Me and your dad are buddies now, Megan.”
He grins again, and I fight not to groan. This guy asked me to literally every school dance from the sixth grade up until senior year, and then he prom-posed to me not once, not twice, but three times because he ‘always hoped there’d be a chance for us someday.’
I said no to all of them. I’m pretty sure it was equally painful for us both, and for everyone who witnessed it.
“It’s Meg,” I say. “Not Megan.”
Pat’s floating head starts to apologize. “Oh, sorry, I—”
The bus driver clears his throat, and I jump. The trip down memory lane made me forget we aren’t alone.
“So he’s not bothering you?”
I’m ninety-nine percent sure Pat will be bothering me during the hour-long drive to Chapel Creek we have ahead of us, but I shake my head. He’s harmless, if a little deluded, and if my dad has made him head cashier, he must have done a lot to prove himself trustworthy at the shop.
I just wish my dad had trusted me with a heads up. I have my mom constantly sending me more information than I could ever need, and my dad couldn’t even tell me he was sending someone else to get me.
The bus driver takes off, and Pat lumbers out of the truck bed to hoist my other suitcase in before I can protest. He’s well over six feet tall, and he’s filled out since high school. Women of the heterosexual variety might even say he’s become quite attractive, but the illusion that Pat has changed at all fades when we climb into the cab and I see he’s filled both cup holders with Hot Rods—the dried sausage snacks he eats at an alarmingly constant rate.
“You want one, Megan? I mean, Meg?” he offers as I’m pulling my seatbelt on.
“I’m good, thanks.”
The emotional turmoil of heading home combined with the shock of Pat’s appearance have rid me of anything resembling an appetite.
“So, Pat, I have a question for you,” I say as he starts backing the truck out. “Why didn’t you just nap in here, instead of lying in the bed like a dead body?”
“Hmmm.” He nods like he’s seriously considering it as he steers us out of the parking lot. “I wanted to feel the sun on my face.”
I hold in a snort. So now he’s a poet too.
“I guess I can’t fault you for that. By the way, I’m sorry I called you that dumb name. I was just very surprised, but I want you to know I don’t call you that anymore.”
“Aww, thanks, Megan—I mean Meg.” He glances at me and then back at the road. “You know, you were one of the first people at school to stop calling me that.”
His voice has gone soft just like it always did before he’d pop the question and ask me to a dance.
“Meg—”
“I’m super gay, Pat.”
The car goes silent, the rumble of the old engine the only sound as we start heading north to the highway.
“Oh.” He grabs a Hot Rod, rips the package open with one hand like only a true Hot Rod expert could, and bites off the end. He chews for a few seconds and then swallows. “Cool.”
I figured he would have heard it from someone by now. As far as small towns go, I wouldn’t call Chapel Creek a flagrantly homophobic place, but being anything other than straight is definitely noteworthy.
We turn onto the two lane highway, and it only takes a few minutes before we’re surrounded by sprawling fields on either side. I’m kind of digging the silence, but Pat speaks again after finishing his Hot Rod.
“Thanks for trusting me with that information about yourself, Meg. That was very brave of you.”
I have to stifle a laugh at the strained sincerity in his face and the grave tone of his voice, but something in my chest still warms at his words.
“Thank you, Pat,” I say once I can trust myself not to laugh, “and if the offer still stands, I think I will take one of those Hot Rods.”
He fishes one out of the cup holder and hands it to me with a grin.
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MEG
By the time we’re about fifteen minutes from Chapel Creek, the miles of green and yellow fields have given way to hilly forests divided by the twisty highway. Little offshoots lead to clusters of cottages that get more and more frequent the closer we get to the mountain and the lake.
These are the roads I learned to drive on. I know every bend. I know what’s waiting around each corner. Nothing surprises me. Nothing changes here.
Nothing changes.
That’s all I can think as we make the last sharp turn before the forest grows sparse and I get my first glimpse of the whole reason the town of Chapel Creek exists: the Purple Peaks Ski Club.
The slopes are covered in the first summer wildflowers and tangled grass as high as my waist. The chair lifts hang frozen in time, motionless except for the way the breeze off the lake rocks some of the benches like the ghost of skiers impatient for winter to return. The massive main lodge that houses a year-round restaurant sits at the bottom of the mountain, all log walls and huge windows reflecting the sunset off the lake.
The highway takes us right past the lodge, Purple Peaks on one side of us and the lake on the other. A huge stretch of shoreline is taken up by the other reason Chapel Creek exists: the Shipley Resort and Beach Club.
My stomach flips so violently I almost ask Pat to pull over so I can lose the shitty bus station lunch I managed to scarf down.
He doesn’t notice me gripping the edges of my seat so tight my knuckles go pale. He’s whistling to himself and enjoying another Hot Rod as he cranes his neck to stare up at all five storeys of the Shipley Resort, built in the same cottagey style as the ski lodge and dotted with balconies that glow under solar-powered lanterns.
“I still think it’s crazy people pay so much to stay in those,” he says. “Those ones don’t even face the lake.”
All I can do is grunt in answer.
“Oh, hey!” He turns to point the remaining half of his Hot Rod at me. “I forgot you were like, best buddies with Connie Shipley. Does she know you’re back yet? She must be happy about that! We could pull in here if you want to say hi?”
I shake my head so hard I almost give myself whiplash. “She doesn’t live at the hotel, Pat.”
I sound way harsher than I mean to. Pat turns quiet and goes back to watching the road as soon as the words leave my mouth, but I’m too caught up in the way her name is echoing in my head to even try apologizing.
Connie Shipley.
Connie. Connie. Connie.
I kept that name out of my thoughts right up until this moment. The sound has tried to creep into my head more times than I can count over the past couple weeks, but I pushed it away with all the bright, shiny distractions on offer in Montreal. There was always a friend to grab drinks with or a date to go on or a night to spend in with Justice, bitching over a bottle of wine. Those distractions hardly kept out the looming threat of my return to Chapel Creek, but if I tried hard enough, they could at least keep me from thinking about her.
Connie Shipley. Connie Shipley.
I turned her name into a fuzzy, distant chant I couldn’t quite make out, but I forgot how impossible it is to keep the sound from blaring with brutal clarity when I’m in a town that’s literally branded after her family.
My family would barely even have a business if it weren’t for hers. No one around here would. We’re like medieval chattel peasants sworn to a weirdly symbiotic relationship with M’lord Shipley.
Connie wasn’t like that, though. Connie never made me feel less than—at least, not until the very end of things.
“We don’t really keep in touch,” I say once we’re past the resort and heading up the short stretch of highway between Purple Peaks and Chapel Creek’s town centre. “I haven’t even seen her in over a year.”
Pat gives me a curious look.
“Really? In high school, you two were like, the same person.” He throws his head back and laughs, the tip of his Doyle’s baseball cap grazing the roof of the truck. “Connieandmegan. That’s how people used to say your names: like they were all one word. Nobody was ever talking about just one of you. Well, I mean, sometimes I was...”
His voice gets all soft again, edged with nostalgia for memories that do not deserve a nostalgic edge.
“I can’t believe you’re not friends anymore,” he continues after clearing his throat. “I can’t believe she didn’t go to Montreal with you. I mean...this sounds weird, but I kind of always thought of Connie as like, an alien? I mean, not a real alien, but she always seemed like she was just sort of dropped off here, you know? She never seemed like someone who was going to stay.”
What’s even weirder than Pat theorizing about Connie being an alien is that his theory actually makes sense. Connie really did come out of nowhere. Her parents sent her to some private academy instead of the tiny elementary school all the Chapel Creek kids go to, but when junior high came around, there she was: this illogically pretty girl with big brown eyes, a dainty little turned-up fairy nose, and dark chocolate hair tumbling down her back with the perfection of a Pixar character who’s had every strand individually engineered by a tireless animator obsessed with their job.
We all kind of saw her as an alien. Even the parents had a name for the way Connie stood out: they’d call her ‘big city pretty.’
“That girl is the big city kind of pretty.”
“She’s going to be in magazines. Just look at that hair.”
Even in the giant high school we went to, the one that took the kids from all the tiny elementary schools in the area and lumped them together via ridiculously long bus rides to a central location, Connie was something to talk about. Not everyone in school owed their parent’s livelihoods to the Shipley Resort like the Chapel Creek kids did, but she had this distinction to her—a royalty, almost. When she showed up at the start of the seventh grade, no one quite knew what to do with her.
I didn’t know what to do with her locker being right next to mine. I thought I might need to carry all my books with me forever to avoid saying something stupid to the ‘big city pretty’ girl. I spent the whole first day ducking behind corners and rushing to my locker as soon as she left hers, but when I finally swung the door shut for the last time and turned to head for the bus, there she was, her perfect face right there behind the door in a soft-edged close-up straight out of a nineties teen show.
She lifted the corners of her mouth in the most timid smile I’d ever seen and dropped her gaze to the tips of her brand new, shiny white sneakers. They had a single stain from what looked like a drop of mustard.
That’s when I realized there was a lot about Connie Shipley you didn’t see until you got close.
That’s when I realized I wanted to be close to her—as close as I could be, for as long as she’d let me. I didn’t figure out what that meant until years later, but I think even then, I already knew I was going to give Connie my whole heart some day.
I just didn’t know she’d break it.
“Yeah.” I stare out the window as Chapel Creek’s main strip—if you can even call six shops, a bar, and a tiny church a main strip—comes into view. “I didn’t think she’d stay here either.”
I spot Doyle’s General Store and Bait Shop a little ways away from the rest of the businesses, the neon open sign in the front window a beacon for moths in the purple dusk settling over town. The huge, hand-carved sign over the door spells out my family’s name in gold-flaked letters etched into the stained wood, and the building’s tin roof is the same dark green as Pat’s hat. A couple locked ice bins sit out front, and I can imagine their low humming sounds joining the birds and bugs serenading the summer night.
“Do you want to go in?” Pat asks. “I have to finish my shift after I drop you off, so I could just bring you to the shop instead of your house if you want. Your dad’s still there.”
I want to go in. I want to go into the shop and never come out. I want to lose track of time while checking out all the new fishing rods and lures we have in stock. I want to yell at my dad for playing endless Creedence Clearwater Revival albums on the sound system while secretly singing along to every word. I want to wander the narrow grocery aisles, straightening things up while snacking on a pack of Twizzlers I was definitely supposed to pay for but didn’t.
Something about that shop makes the whole rest of the world go away for a while. That’s where I ran after I blurted I was a lesbian at dinner one night when I was eighteen, and that’s where my parents found me hunched up like a little ball between the drink fridge and the canned goods aisle, devouring Twizzler after Twizzler. That’s where they hugged me and told me they loved me exactly as I am.
I want to curl up right there and let this day come to an end, but I’ve got about seven unread text messages from my mom, and I know there’s no putting off this welcome home, no matter how much I want to crawl into bed unnoticed and spend the rest of my time in this town unnoticed too.
“I think I better go straight to my house. I’m sure you know how long my dad can spend talking about fishing stuff.”
“Oh yeah.” Pat nods and chuckles. It’s the ‘good-natured country man’ chuckle all the dads around here have perfected like they’re in some kind of secret club. “Your dad has taught me so much since I started working at the shop. We actually went out to one of the good trout spots on the lake last week, and...”
I can’t focus on the rest of his story as we turn off the main street and onto the cracked and pothole-laden road that leads to our house. We wind up a slight hill with woods on either side of us before we round the bend that leads straight to Casa Doyle.
I stare through the windshield at the sky blue, two-storey home with white shutters and a screened-in porch. A few lampposts illuminate the gravel driveway, and we pass a rusty old swing set and a shed with a mossy roof before Pat pulls into one of the parking spots out front.
He cuts the engine and undoes his seatbelt, but I don’t move. I can’t move.
I don’t want to go in there. I don’t want to be high school Megan again. I don’t want to lose every bit of myself I’ve found. I can’t help feeling that with nothing to tie me to my life in Montreal, it’s all going to get ripped out of me piece by piece until I’m back where I started four years ago.
This isn’t like coming home for Christmas. This isn’t some triumphant return just to say hi. I may only be planning on staying here for a few weeks, but I feel it now, that thing it was so easy to distract myself from before I got here: defeat.
I’ve been defeated. I thought I made something of myself. I thought I brought my dreams to life, and one email turned me into just another recent grad with nowhere to go but her parents’ house.
“You good, Meg?”
I glance at Pat and force the corners of my mouth to lift. At least he’s calling me Meg now.
Small victories.
“Yeah. Sorry. It’s just weird to be back.”
I hop out of the truck, heading around to the back to flip the gate down. Pat insists on lugging both my suitcases up to the front door while I follow behind him with my duffel bag.
“Well, Pat,” I say, hovering on the bottom step instead of reaching for the handle, “thank you for your unexpected chauffeur services. Top notch, I have to say.”
He does that country dad chuckle again, and I try not to cringe at how much he sounds like my dad.
“Of course, Meg. You’re, um...I mean, you...” He stares down at the ground between us. “I hope you meet a nice girl, because you’re a nice girl, and that would be...nice.”
“Uh, thanks.” I nod, fighting to hold back the laugh that wants to burst out of me. “I agree. That would be very nice. I hope you meet a nice girl too.”
And with that, Pat takes off into the night, leaving me with no choice but to open the door of the house I grew up in.
I take a deep breath, reach for the old-fashioned iron handle, and step inside.
It’s completely dark for a second. I blink, and then the lights flick on.
“WELCOME HOME, MEGAN!”
I barely have time to process the butcher paper banner stretching across the wall with those same words written on it before my mom launches herself out of the small crowd gathered in the entryway and pulls me into a bone-crushing hug.
Past the cloud of her long, curly grey hair, I can see our smiling audience cheering as she squeezes the life out of me and claps me on the back.
“Honey, you’re late! We started watching a movie, and then your dad called to say he thought he saw the truck go by, and we only just had time to turn the lights out.” She steps back and beams at me, her crow’s feet deepening and a soft gleam coming into her hazel eyes, which I’ve been told are the exact same shade as mine and my brother’s by more people than I can count. “Oh Megan, look at you! My baby girl!”
She pulls me back in for her second attempt at puncturing my lungs with my ribs.
“Did you get my texts?” she asks as her poofy hair comes dangerously close to suffocating me.
“Yeah,” I wheeze, “all seven thousand of them.”
“Oh, don’t start with the sarcasm.” She swats my shoulder before pulling away. “Look, everyone’s here!”
By everyone, she means the attendees of her monthly Makaton Movie night, which I somehow forgot about despite her incessant text reminders earlier in the week.
Makaton is a form of sign language my brother, Emmett, learned to help him develop his speaking abilities as a kid. He was diagnosed with Down syndrome before he was born and had to go through heart surgery as a baby. There was a big chance he wouldn’t make it through the operation. My parents had to sit me down at age five to give me a tear-filled talk about tiny angels and people staying in our hearts forever, but Emmett pulled through like the fighter—and stubborn little turd—he is.
Seeing him is the only part of this trip home I’ve been excited about. He just finished grade ten, and from what I hear, he’s currently going through an angsty Mr. Too Cool for Everything phase, but I know he’s as excited to see me as I am to see him.
I can’t spot him among the movie nights crew, who are all still standing around watching me. My mom starting running the movie nights as a way to practice Makaton and kept them going even after Emmett outgrew signing along to Disney songs. The group is a mix of moms with infants who want to get in on the baby signing movement, a few moms with neurodiverse kids—some of whom drive for hours to come to these movie nights because there’s nothing else like them in the area—and a large selection of local moms with neurotypical kids who just think Makaton is cool.
My mom is the whole reason anyone in this town thinks Makaton is cool, or even normal. I’m proud of how hard she’s fought for Emmett and other kids like him; I just sometimes wish she grasped the concept of ‘toning it down’ when it comes to basically anything in life.
For example, when she asked if I wanted a welcome home party weeks ago, I told her a quiet night and an early bedtime would be amazing.
This is not going to be a quiet night. There are already at least two babies crying, and a posse of little boys sprint past us with tiny cars in their hands while making truck noises that are almost as loud as actual trucks.
“Oh, and honey, we have to do your cake!” my mom exclaims before dropping her voice to a whisper. “It’s sugar-free. Giving the kiddos sugar this late at night would not go well, but it’s so cute.”
“My...cake?” I mumble as she pulls my duffel bag off me and starts leading me to the kitchen.
One of the boys with the cars goes stock-still and turns to look at me with wide eyes.
I recognize my mistake far too late.
“CAKE!” he screams. “LET’S EAT CAKE!”
The chaos reaches its highest pitch yet as a hoard of hungry children demand the cake they’ve been waiting hours to eat while their parents try to manage them. I’m pretty sure my mom doesn’t hear me when I announce I need some air, but I leave her in the crowded kitchen and slip out the side door onto the porch anyway.
I let the quiet of the summer night wash over me. There are no lights on out here, just a glow from one of the kitchen windows casting shadows on the couches and chairs loaded with mismatched pillows. I take a step forward, listening to the insects chirping in the heat.
Then someone slams into me for another hug.
“Meg! You’re home!”
I steady myself from the impact and let the shock wear off before wrapping my arms around my brother.
“Emmett! My dude! You scared the crap out of me.”
“Whoops.” He gives me a final squeeze and steps back.
His smile is stretched as wide as my own, and a bit of his hair is falling into his eyes. The dark brown strands always remind me of the days when we used to have the same hair colour, back before I started experimenting with bleach.
“You lurking out here because you’re too cool for movie night?”
He shrugs. “Yeah, I’m too old for that shit.”
I burst out laughing so hard I have to clutch my stomach. “I thought mom was exaggerating about your teen angst. Don’t let her hear you talking like that.”
He shrugs again. “I did tell her that.”
I laugh even harder as my eyes go wide. “You said that to Mom?”
He grins like this is his biggest accomplishment ever. “Yep.”
“And what did she say?”
“She banished me and told me I couldn’t have cake.”
I grip the closest armchair for support and lower myself onto the cushions, still shaking from the force of my laugh attack.
Being around Emmett has always been the best way to let go of everything I think is wrong in my life. He’s good at that.
“Well since you’re banished, pull up a chair. I’ll be banished with you. It’s a bit of a disaster in there.” I nod back at the house, and Emmett takes the seat beside mine. “Tell me stuff, brother. How’s life in Chapel Creek?”
I move some of the pillows around and settle in as he tells me about finishing grade ten, the latest girl he has a crush on, and how he needs me to drive him to the store in Peterborough since apparently all the shirts Mom buys him are dumb. His sentences take a little longer to form than other people’s, and he’s a year older than the kids in his classes, but he’s got the same dreams and complaints as any other teenager.
“I’ll save you from the dumb shirts if you can save me from that party,” I reply, nodding at the house again.
He gives me the side eye. “I don’t think anyone can save you from that party, Meg.”
I laugh again but go quiet after a moment. We sit there together in the dark for a few minutes. My eyes have adjusted, and I can make out the familiar shapes of the trees in our yard.
“What are you sad about?” Emmett asks.
I sigh instead of bothering to lie. He always knows when I’m lying.
“You ever have those days when everything is weird and difficult and not what you expected?” I ask instead.
He nods. “Yeah, I know what you mean.”
He leans closer, and even though years of speech therapy mean he rarely needs to sign anymore, he forms the Makaton for ‘I love you’ with his hands.
I blink away the sudden burning in my eyes. I’m about to sign the same thing back when he does the signs for ‘toilet’ and ‘head’ before he bursts out laughing so hard he tips his head back and covers his mouth with his hand.
Emmett has one of the best laughs in the world, and I guffaw right along with him at the dumb joke we used to make all the time when we were kids. To this day, our mom still says she regrets ever teaching us those signs.
“I love you too, poop head,” I choke out.
We manage to calm down after a few seconds of gasping for breath, and for the first time tonight, I’m the one who goes in for a hug.
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CONNIE
Graham Beckett is a terrible kisser.
I can feel him trying to prod my lips open with his own so he can poke his tongue inside my mouth, but I keep them pressed firmly together. That’s exactly what Graham does with his tongue: he pokes it in, like he’s jabbing a toothpick at some hors d’oeuvres.
This is only our third date, and I’ve already decided to go with a peck-on-the-lips-only policy. Really, I don’t want to let him kiss me at all, but he swooped in for a sneak attack as I was taking my seatbelt off.
I pull back and flash a small smile at him, one of those deferential ‘everything is fine, dear’ smiles that usually stop men from complaining. He looks like he wants to go in for another kiss, but when I dip my head down and start digging through my purse, he leans back into his seat.
“You just need a few things, right?” he asks, stretching his arms above his head in the roomy SUV. The hem of his short-sleeved plaid button-up lifts enough for me to see a strip of tanned muscle above the edge of his khaki shorts.
Graham Beckett: very fit, very rich, and the kind of guy who wears khaki shorts and button-up shirts. There’s no question why my mother was so excited when my father announced he’d be lending out one of the resort’s condo units to this particular set of business friends all month. Graham and his parents came over for dinner on their first night here, and my mother swooped in before we’d even finished dessert to suggest Graham and I ‘go out and get to know each other on the pergola.’
Sometimes I wonder if my parents have more self-awareness than I give them credit for, or if they really do say things like pergola without a trace of irony.
While we sat on said pergola, Graham ended up asking me to get a drink at the Beach Club that weekend, and I didn’t see a way to say no without making my life at a home a living hell. I was going to stay for a drink and then politely text him the next day to say I just didn’t see things working out between us, but a few minutes into the date, the people and the noise and the exposure all just became too much. I could feel an attack coming on, the threat way stronger than any I’d felt in weeks, and one drink turned into three as I tried to drown the anxiety with alcohol.
It worked, at least for a little, but it also resulted in me making out with Graham and his toothpick tongue.
I have a feeling my mother had something to do with the way we ‘just happened’ to bump into his family on our way to dinner at the lodge last week. She suggested Graham and I get our own table, which I guess was our second date. This trip to ‘run a few errands’ for her and ‘get lunch while we’re at it’ is now our third.
“Yeah, she texted me a list for dinner tonight,” I answer him. “It’s only five things.”
“Cool, I think I’ll stay here and catch up on some stuff on my phone.”
He’s already got his eyes glued to the screen, and it’s probably the happiest I’ve been in my life to see someone have such bad manners. I step out of the car and swing my purse onto my shoulder before heading into the grocery store.
We’re a couple towns over from Chapel Creek. This one is big enough to have a giant chain grocery store and a place to buy liquor, which we already stopped at to fill out another request from my mother. The blast of air conditioning when I step inside the automatic doors has me shivering as goose bumps break out along my arms and up my bare legs under my skirt.
I grab a basket and wander into the fruit section, pulling my phone out to check the list again.
“Cherries,” I mutter as I glance up to scan the shelves. “Where would cherries be?”
“Connie! Connie Shipley!”
I whip around at the sound of my name and spot Mrs. Harris, one of the wealthiest annual renters at the resort, coming straight for me, her oversized sunglasses jiggling where they’re perched on top of her dyed blonde bob.
“Mrs. Harris!” I plaster a smile on and wave. “Nice to see you.”
Even two towns over, it’s hard not to run into people I know. It’s hard to go anywhere within a three hour radius of Chapel Creek without someone calling my name. You’d think twenty-two years of it would have gotten me more used to it by now, but I still jump and clench my muscles every time.
“Nice to see you too, Connie, darling! Gosh, you are just so pretty. I swear you get prettier every summer.”
“Oh.” I look away and start fidgeting with my purse strap. “Thank you.”
My pulse has picked up, and I resist the urge to glance around the store. It’s so big and open in here. It’s like I can feel the eyes of even more resort-goers waiting to jump out from behind the fruit stands. Sweat pricks the back of my neck.
“Always so modest too! You don’t have to be modest with me, though, Connie. Now, tell me, did I or did I not see you having a little tête-a-tête with a very handsome young man at the lodge last week?”
I twist the purse strap around my finger a few times, tight enough to cut off the circulation for a second. “Um...”
I really hope she’s talking about Graham and I eating dinner at our own table, not the part where he insisted we bring our drinks onto one of the patios so he could sling his arm around my waist and try to kiss me again while we stared out at the lake. My stomach lurches at the thought of anyone seeing that.
“I know what that means.” Mrs. Harris waves a finger at me. “I told Bert you looked like you two were on a date.”
This woman seriously has a husband named Bert and says things like tête-a-tête with a terrible French accent. Sometimes I wonder if people like this are produced in a factory somewhere and if my parents came from the same one.
I keep fumbling my fingers along my purse strap as my breaths get shorter and shorter. I don’t want to be talking to her. I don’t want to be here at all.
“He’s just a family friend,” I explain. “He’s in town with his parents for a few weeks as a guest of my father.”
Mrs. Harris puts a hand on her chest and lifts her eyes to the ceiling, tilting her head so far back I’m scared her sunglasses are going to slide off and hit the floor. “Well my goodness, isn’t that romantic? That’s what Chapel Creek needs this summer: a little romance for us all to gossip about. You youngsters are so entertaining. Just seeing you two together reminded me of when Bert and I were dating...”
She launches into some story involving a sailboat and some of the ‘best bruschetta she’s ever had to this day,’ but I can barely hear the words. My heartbeat is getting louder by the second, blood rushing in my ears to block out Mrs. Harris’s voice, the tinny music playing on the overhead speakers, and the squeak of shopping carts swerving around us.
All I can hear is the thump thump thump that gets quicker with each passing second. My throat feels like it’s closing up, refusing to let enough air into my lungs.
This store is too big, too open and exposed. It’s too easy for people to see me—to see Connie Shipley and be entertained.
My palms are starting to sweat and slip where I’m gripping the leather of the strap. I stare past Mrs. Harris’s shoulder and try to do one of the exercises me and my therapist came up with.
Cat.
I pull in a shallow breath and start rhyming in my head.
Bat. Mat. Sat. Hat. Rat. Pat.
I keep going, starting over when I can’t think of any more rhymes, and second by second, my heartbeat slows as the tunnel vision that was threatening to take over starts to clear.
By the time Mrs. Harris wraps up her story and tells me she better get going, I’m able to speak again.
“Nice to see you,” I answer. “Have a nice evening.”
She takes off, leaving me standing alone amongst all the fruit bins, and I force myself to take a few more breaths, fighting the urge to look around and see who else might be staring at me before I pull my phone out to check my mother’s list again.
I still have no idea where the cherries are.
I wander around for a few minutes, checking the section with all the other berries three times before I give up and move on to the other items. My mother is making some kind of parfait for our dinner with Graham’s family tonight. I pile the basket up with walnuts, sliced almonds, baker’s chocolate, and a tub of whipped cream before circling back to the fruits.
I grab some blueberries as a substitute and turn around to head to the cash register, but I move too fast and end up cutting off somebody heading in the other direction.
We both stagger back a few steps, stuttering apologies, but mine dies on my lips when I get my first good look at the girl in front of me. At first I don’t recognize her. She’s staring at me with her eyes gone wide and her face turning pale, the end of her sentence cut off by shock just like mine.
My body figures it out before I do, my heart kicking up even faster than it did during my little anxiety freak out. My throat goes dry, and my eyes flare as wide as hers.
“Connie.”
“Meg.”
I say her name the same way she says mine: as a breathless little whisper that escapes before I can stop it.
I haven’t seen her in over a year, and it’s been even longer than that since I’ve seen her up close. I’ve caught glimpses of her from time to time, usually at Christmas or during her school breaks when she comes home, but that’s only ever been through car windows or just before she ducks into the door of a shop.
She was my favourite person in the entire world, and now she’s just a ghost that flickers out of view every time I spot her.
Except she isn’t disappearing today. Today, she stands just a few feet in front of me, blinking under the fluorescent lights as the latest Justin Bieber hit echoes around the store to fill the silence between us.
She looks the same and different all at once. Her hair is shorter than I’ve ever seen it, the chin-length strands tucked under a baseball cap with ‘McGill University’ written on it in red cursive letters. She still has the bleached blonde colour I helped her do for the first time with a box of drug store dye her parents definitely didn’t approve of.
She’s wearing one of those slouchy, round-necked t-shirts she always liked. Even though we’re not standing close enough for me to catch the scent of the lavender dryer sheets her mom always had in their house, just seeing her pulls me back into a wave of memories tinged with that flowery smell: late night talks under her comforter, the impromptu sleepovers when she’d give me one of her t-shirts to wear to bed, the summer afternoons that were so hot we’d pull the blinds down and stay in her room all day, watching bad teen movies and weaving a ridiculous amount of friendship bracelets we’d wear until my mom insisted I cut mine off for some event or other.
Meg always sacrificed hers too, just so I wouldn’t feel bad.
We stand there so long the song on the radio switches, but I can’t move. I can’t look away. I forgot what her eyes were like, always shifting between green and brown depending on the light, always seeing me—not Connie Shipley of the Chapel Creek empire, but me, Connie, her friend.
When Meg and I became friends, I realized I’d never really had a friend before.
Not like her.
“Oh shit!”
The moment breaks when her grip on the fruit she’s holding slips and she bends forward to readjust. I didn’t even notice the two huge watermelons clutched in her arms. One of them comes dangerously close to rolling off the edges of her fingers, and she ends up clamping them both to her chest, making her look like she has two giant watermelon boobs.
I stare at them. She stares down at them too.
Then we both burst out laughing so hard some little old lady coming by with her shopping cart gives us a weird look, but this time I don’t care who’s watching me. I laugh and laugh as Meg’s snorts make the watermelons jiggle, which just makes us both laugh even more.
“Oh my god,” she finally manages to gasp. “This is my ‘I carried a watermelon’ moment, but somehow it’s even worse.”
We used to watch Dirty Dancing at least twice every summer, and the watermelon line never got old.
“Wow, Meg, I know it’s been a few years, but I didn’t expect you to be a w-cup now. How do you manage?”
It’s a dumb joke, but she huffs another laugh anyway and adjusts the watermelons so they’re resting a little lower on her body.
“It’s a struggle, but I make it work.” She flaps her hand to pat one of the melons. “I don’t know why I grabbed two. These are huge. I really only needed one. I’m making—”
“Watermelon salad,” I blurt at the exact same time she says it, the words forcing their way out before I can hold them back.
The ease between us, the laughter that made it felt like the past four years maybe didn’t matter at all, slips away. The reminder of how well I used to know her—the movies she watched, the jokes she laughed at, the watermelon salad recipe she spent every summer attempting to perfect—just emphasizes how much I don’t know about her now.
She left.
She left, and she’s somebody else now. So am I. She’s not the teenager I roamed around town with. She’s not the friend I told every secret to and kept every secret for in return.
She’s not the girl who kissed me at that graduation party on a dare and kept kissing me long after all the drunk boys who’d dared us to do it moved on.
We’re just the strangers we became after that.
“Yeah,” she says, her voice low.
“Sounds nice.” I drop the blueberry carton into my basket and shift the handle farther up my arm. “I, um, have to get going. Just doing some shopping for my mother.”
She nods and opens her mouth but shuts it a second later. Then she nods again. “Cool.”
“I...”
I want to say it was good to see her. I want to say far more than that. I want to ask what she’s doing here, how long she’s in town, how her family’s been, if she’s finished her degree, what she’s doing next. I want answers to all the questions I’ve lain awake wondering about on more nights than I’d ever admit to anyone.
She’s not the girl I knew, but that girl is still in there somewhere, and as I stand here in this grocery store with what feels like miles of space and a couple watermelons between us, I ache to find her again.
I gave up wishing for that a long time ago, though. I stopped trying to re-write the past in my head because I realized it was never going to line up with the future. She went one way and I went the other, and it’s way too late to turn around and go back.
So I say goodbye like she’s just some other vaguely familiar face from Chapel Creek, just another acquaintance calling my name. I speed-walk to the checkout line as soon as I’m out of sight.
I pay for the groceries without really hearing anything the cashier says, and I head back into the parking lot without feeling the pavement under my feet. I shake my head when Graham asks me if we’re still getting lunch and tell him to take me home.
We wind along the familiar turns of the highway I’ve been driving my whole life. I pull down the visor to block the harsh rays of afternoon light beaming straight into my eyes, but the sun still feels too bright, too clear, too impossible to ignore.
Just like Meg every time I close my eyes and see her.
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MEG
“So, Megan, I have some questions about the term ‘pillow princess.’”
I almost spit out the mouthful of shepherd’s pie I just shoved in my mouth. I force myself to chew and swallow as I gawk at my mom.
“Where did you hear the term pillow princess?” I ask once I’ve managed to choke down the beef and potatoes. “And it’s Meg, please.”
“Right, yes, Meg. Sorry, honey. And to answer your question, I was Googling!” She beams at me. “I always want you to feel like this is a welcoming and accepting home, so it’s important for me to stay informed.”
My dad and Emmett don’t bat an eye as they dig into their own plates. We’re gathered around the dinner table for our first official family meal. It’s the second day of my grand return to Chapel Creek, which is honestly a pretty predictable time for my mom to start telling me how ‘informed’ she is about lesbian terminology.
She once casually asked me if I had an opinion on dental dams in the middle of Easter Sunday dinner. Thankfully, none of my grandparents were present that year.
“Thanks, mom.” I spear a few stray corn kernels from the edge of my plate onto my fork. “That’s great, but you know, you really don’t need to know what a pillow princess is to be a supportive parent.”
“But I want to know,” she urges, leaning forward in her seat. Her curly hair is tied back in a ponytail, and her face is all red from cooking in the stuffy kitchen during this heat wave. “There’s no need to be embarrassed. This is a shame-free home. So, my question is, is ‘pillow princess’ like a...style too, or is it just when a woman only likes to—”
“Mom. Please.” I squeeze the end of my fork and stare up at the ceiling.
My dad takes a break from his food and lays a hand on her arm. “Honey, maybe some, um, what do you like to call them...boundaries? Maybe some boundaries would be good here.”
She places her hand on top of his and gives him a few pats, the two of them exchanging a look that gets more across in a few seconds than most people do in a whole conversation. Whatever their flaws may be, I can admit my parents do have a great marriage. My dad rarely puts more than three sentences together unless he’s talking about fish or the shop, and meanwhile my mom is the head cheerleader of community spirit, but somehow, they work.
“Good suggestion, Malcolm. We don’t have to talk about this.” She turns back to me and smiles again. “How about we discuss something else I came across when I was Googling? Have you heard of the futch scale, Meg?”
This time I really do choke on the bite of potatoes I just risked. I lunge for a sip from my water glass and then wheeze, “Yes. I have.”
“Oh neato!” My mom raises her own glass like we’re sharing a toast before she takes a sip too. “So where do you fall on it?”
I give in and laugh. This whole day has been way too surreal, and there’s nothing left to do except embrace the madness it has taken me a grand total of a day and a half to descend into.
I let it all pour out of me in a cackle: the moment the tears finally hit as I laid in my childhood bedroom last night while muffling the sobs of disappointment with a pillow, the ache of missing Montreal and my friends and even school itself so badly I already feel it in every breath I take, the stifling sensation of being surrounded by who I was instead of who I am, and the ultimate hit to my self-esteem at the grocery store today.
Connie.
Connie was standing right there in front of me, looking like heaven and hell all at once, somewhere between the girl I knew and the girl I’ve tried not to dream of. We only had moments to find out what it might feel like to be more than friends, way back at that party to celebrate the end of high school, but for those few moments, it all made sense.
I saw it all play out: her hand in mine, her leg brushing mine on the bus to Montreal, the days we’d spend exploring the city, the nights we’d spend exploring whatever was happening between us. I wanted to take it slow. I wanted to let it grow and bloom like something delicate and rare that would stop the whole world in its tracks with just how fucking beautiful it was someday.
She was supposed to come with me. We were supposed to have all that and more.
By the end, we had nothing.
“Meg?”
My whole family is watching me now. Emmett’s just giving me an amused look as he scrapes the last of his mashed potatoes off his plate, but my parents both have their heads tilted and their eyes squinted in concern.
“You okay, honey?” my mom asks.
I stifle the last of the maniacal laughter and force myself to nod.
“Yeah, I just, um...I’m kind of tired. I think I’m gonna go up to my room to rest for a bit before I go out tonight.”
In typical Chapel Creek fashion, I not only bumped into Connie but two other people I went to high school with while at the grocery store. One of them, the daughter of the head chef at the Shipley resort, invited me to join a few of her friends for drinks tonight at the Chapel Creek bar.
I was still in a Connie-induced haze at that point and said yes before I could really consider it. I’m not sure who’s going, but I’ll probably be at least somewhat familiar with them all.
And they’ll all be familiar with me: that weird girl from high school who was always drawing pictures in notebooks and following Connie Shipley around.
That’s all I really was on my own. When I wasn’t ‘Malcom’s kid’ or ‘Emmett’s sister’ or ‘Connieandmegan,’ I was just this weird little girl in baggy shirts who liked to draw pictures of buildings.
“Okay, sweetie,” my mom answers. “Let me know if you need anything. If you don’t feel well enough, you should stay home.”
I nod and get up to dump my plate in the dishwasher. She and Emmett start discussing his desire for new and cooler shirts as I pull the giant glass bowl of watermelon salad I made this afternoon out of the fridge. I scoop some out into a smaller container and grab a fork to carry up the creaky stairs to my room.
My tiny twin bed is covered with a dark purple comforter I bought with some of my summer job savings when I was fifteen. The string of Edison bulbs that criss-crosses back and forth along my ceiling is still switched on, painting the mint green walls in a soft glow.
Most of the walls are covered with architecture sketches I did before I knew much about drafting, but despite their glaring errors, I can’t bring myself to take them down. I used to sit at the spindly wooden desk under my window late at night, studying whatever architecture books I could get my hands on and straining my ears for any sound of my parents coming to yell at me to get to sleep. I’d draw and draw and draw, creating castles, cottages, and sweeping cities where it was possible to be anything and anyone you wanted.
I plop down on my bed and take a bite of salad as I scroll through my phone. It’s a decent salad, but not my best work. I first discovered watermelon salad when I was ten and spotted a recipe in one of my mom’s Country Living magazines. It was heaven, and it’s become a summertime staple of mine ever since. Even my friends in Montreal beg me to make it every summer.
I pull up the Hot Thots group chat, but I can only make it through a few lines of the conversation before I have to stop. A few of them are making plans to grab drinks tonight, and everyone is talking about Justice’s date with Derek the spin instructor—who was apparently not as good as expected in bed—but their jokes just make me feel even farther away from them all.
I know I’m not stuck here forever. It’s only for a few weeks until I get back on my feet, but even just the past two days have seemed to stretch on like decades, time and space shaping themselves into a wall around the perimeter of Chapel Creek.
I take another bite of watermelon, feta, and chopped mint leaves before setting the bowl down on my bedside table and flopping onto my back. I open my private conversation with Justice and ask if he’s around to call.
A read receipt pops up, and few seconds later, an invitation to join a video call with him comes through.
“Oh my god, Meg!” His face fills my screen, and he makes a show out of being surprised. “I thought you’d be out on some kind of ceremonial hunting trip to welcome you back to your woodland society.”
“Ha ha,” I say without actually laughing.
“Or maybe a fishing trip?” he continues. “Did you catch fish for dinner tonight?”
“No, Justice, we ate beef from the grocery store, probably just like you.”
He smirks. “I was eating some good meat last night.”
I make a face. “Did you seriously just call it good meat? I heard he wasn’t even that good.”
“I mean...” Justice sighs, and the smirk slips off his face. He stretches his free hand above his head where he’s sitting on his futon, trying to play it casual even though I can already tell he’s upset about something. “It’s not that he was bad, per se, he just...had some expectations about what an Asian guy was going to be like in bed.”
“Aw, fuck.” I bring my phone closer to my face, wishing I could pull him into a hug instead. This isn’t exactly a new thing for him. “Do you want to talk about it?”
He shrugs. “It was just the same shit as usual. We were about five minutes into drinks when he said he doesn’t usually top but that he was excited to try. He spent the whole date acting like I was just automatically going to be all submissive and...I don’t know, demure? We didn’t even talk about it. He just went into things like he knew what I wanted because of how I look.”
I wince. “That’s so shitty. I’m sorry you went through that.”
“The worst part is that I do want to get topped most of the time, but I want it as me, not some fucked up stereotype about what it’s like to fuck an Asian guy. It’s just...it’s fucked.” He drags a hand down his face and stares at the ceiling.
I nod. “That’s so fucked. I wish I was there with you now.”
“Ugh, me too. Why do you have to be so far?”
“Because international bank transfers take way longer than modern technology would suggest.”
He laughs and stretches out on his back on the futon. “Distract me. Tell me about small town life.”
Now it’s me sighing. “Well, if it makes you feel better to laugh at my pain, it will please you to know that my mom tried to ask me what a pillow princess is while my whole family was eating dinner tonight.”
His eyes go wide, and he snorts. “I thought you were joking when you said she asks you about shit like that.”
I shake my head. “Nope. She then proceeded to ask me where I fall on the futch scale. I don’t know where the hell she heard about the futch scale.”
His forehead creases. “The futch scale?”
“It’s a meme. It’s like the scale between femme and butch. People do funny rankings of things like Pokemon or fruit.”
His forehead creases even more. “What’s the most femme fruit?”
“According to the internet, it’s a cherry.”
He lets out a shriek of laughter. “Oh my god, that’s too good. So, where do you fall on this futch scale?”
“Uh...” I squint for a moment. “Probably soft butch?”
He purses his lips and thinks. “Sounds right. How do the ladies feel about soft butches in Chapel Creek?”
I see him fight not to laugh at the name Chapel Creek, but I don’t blame him. It’s one of the most stereotypical small town names I’ve ever heard, and I come from a land completely made up of small towns.
“Uh, I don’t know.” I try my best to push away the images of Connie that immediately show up in my brain. “To be honest, it was a pretty confusing place to grow up, because a lot of the straight girls love wearing plaid shirts and going fishing.”
He doesn’t laugh at my joke. He’s too busy giving me his ‘Justice knows what you’re thinking’ face.
“What?” I demand when he doesn’t say anything.
“You got weird. Don’t tell me you’re already crushing on someone. It hasn’t even been two days.”
“I’m not!” My voice gets way too high pitched at the end of my sentence, and I almost want to hurl my phone across the room in frustration—not at Justice, but at myself.
I do not have a crush on Connie.
Many years of reflection have since revealed to me that yes, I did have a crush on Connie, probably from the first second I ever saw her, but I couldn’t understand what I was feeling back then. When I finally did start to understand, she didn’t want me anyway.
Yet all it took was two minutes in a grocery store to have me getting weird about her now.
This is exactly why I didn’t want to come home. When I’m in Montreal, I know who I am. I know what I want. I know what I’m worth, but here, it’s all the same confusion and questioning that sometimes left me feeling like I wasn’t a person at all.
“Wait.” Justice sits up and leans over his phone, the angle dissolving his neck into five different chins. “Is this about that girl you were in love with?”
“Huh?”
My confusion is so fake all he does is sit there and glare at me with his many chins until I give in.
“Ugh fine!” I roll onto my side and grip the edge of my pillow. “I saw her at a store today, okay? I’m not crushing on her. It just...made me feel weird.”
“It made you feel weird...in your vagina?” He raises his eyebrows up and down a few times.
I scowl. “We’re going to have to have a serious talk about anatomy someday.”
“So it made you feel weird...in your clit? Those are the only two parts I know. Are there more?”
I try to keep glaring at him, but I end up laughing instead. “Okay, fair enough. I don’t think I could point out any part of a penis besides the balls.”
“The balls aren’t part of the penis, Meg! They’re a separate thing!”
Now I’m really laughing, both of us killing ourselves as we struggle to speak.
“I know, I know,” I finally manage to get out, “but they’re like, attached, right? By skin?”
Justice is straight up howling now. “Oh my god, this conversation is ridiculous. Have I mentioned that I love you, Meg?”
“I love you too,” I say through my last few chuckles.
“So,” he begins after a few cleansing breaths, “you saw her. Did you talk? Is she in town for the summer too?”
I shake my head. “We only said about five sentences to each other, but as far as I know, she still lives with her parents and always has.”
“Right, right.” Justice nods. “They’re shitty, right? Her parents? You’ve told me this whole story a few times, but it’s always when you’re really drunk.”
I grimace. They’re not exactly my proudest moments, but there have been a few times when I’ve had just the right amount of vodka at just the right time of night to end up whining to Justice about my history with Connie.
“Yeah, she...” I pause and swallow. “She was supposed to go to school in Montreal too. She got into the creative writing program at Concordia, but then...”
“Her parents didn’t let her go, right?”
I nod. “She applied to all the places they wanted her to go, but when they found out she’d also applied to Concordia without telling them, they decided she needed to spend a year working some admin job for her dad’s resort to like, learn the family values, or whatever? They’re kind of...intense. They’ve always had his really clear picture of what they want her to be. Connie was pretty messed up about it.”
Her anxiety had gotten bad by then, so bad it was starting to stop her from enjoying things she used to like. We didn’t hang out around town anymore. Sometimes I even needed to convince her to get out of bed and come to school. We spent any free time we had together locked up in her bedroom or mine, but she kept saying once she left town, she knew things would be better.
Then she found out she wouldn’t be leaving town at all.
“It was only supposed to be for a year,” I continue, “and I kept telling her we’d find a way to work things out so she could put herself through school and study whatever she wanted, but she was so freaked out, and then...”
Justice stays quiet when I fall silent. I’m sure he knows the next part already, but he waits it out until I’m ready to keep going.
“We were at this graduation party with most of our class. She didn’t want to go, but I convinced her, which was stupid of me. Sometimes I wonder where we’d be if we’d just stayed home like she wanted to that night. We both got a little too drunk. We’d never even really drank before, and then these asshole guys dared us to kiss, but it...it was more than that.”
My voice has gone hoarse, and the corners of my eyes are starting to sting. I can’t look at Justice’s face on the screen anymore. I stare past my phone at some of the drawings on my wall, sketched line by line long before any of this happened.
“I didn’t want to lose her. I kissed her because I felt like I was losing her, and for some reason, I thought that would pull her back. She did kiss me back. The whole rest of the night was...I mean, I figured out who I was that night, but the next fucking day everything was different. She started avoiding me, and when she wasn’t avoiding me, we were fighting. It was like I was this pest all of a sudden and she had to get rid of me. The whole summer went on like that, and I still didn’t want to leave her at the end, but I couldn’t stay. I had to get out. I had a whole life to start. I tried reaching out for a while after I moved to Montreal, but she was so distant, so I stopped. I haven’t talked to her since. She just...That girl broke my heart, Justice. She really did.”
Justice sits there blinking at me for a few seconds, and I squeeze my eyes shut to keep the tears blurring the edges of my vision from falling.
I’m being ridiculous. Just because I’m lying in the same bed where I spent a whole summer crying over Connie doesn’t mean I need to do the same thing now. These feelings are just memories. The girl I’m crying for doesn’t exist anymore, and neither does the girl I was then.
“Shit, babe.” Justice’s voice is low and soft. “I kinda thought you were just a really dramatic drunk, but she really hurt you, didn’t she?”
I shrug and try to keep the stupid shake out of my voice. “Yeah, it was not exactly a pleasant experience.”
“Do you think she was just ashamed of her feelings? Has she come out since?”
I let out a sharp bark of laughter at that. “Ha. No. This might not be the most homophobic town ever, but the daughter of the local hotel mogul coming out would probably have people talking for years, and I mean...maybe she is straight. We never talked about the kiss after that night. I kept wanting to, but it felt like she was trying to forget it.”
“I don’t know, Meg. My gaydar is going off, and I haven’t even met the girl.”
“You have the worst gaydar for women,” I remind him as I chuckle.
“I do not!” He lays a hand on his chest and pretends to be offended, “But seriously, that sucks. I’ve dated closeted guys a few times, and as much as you want to be patient, it’s fucking soul-crushing sometimes.”
“Ughhhh.” I grab my spare pillow and squish it over my face before any more tears can fall. I groan into the fabric a few times before tossing the pillow aside. “I just want to forget about it all and get the fuck out of here as fast as I can. I’m going to start looking for job listings tomorrow, right after I make like, five international phone calls to track down all my money.”
“Yes, girl!” Justice punches the air. “Get your ass back here. I miss you already.”
“I miss you too.” I purse my lips in a fake pout and then glance at the clock in the corner of my screen. “Shit, I better get ready. I’m meeting some people from my high school at the bar.”
“That sounds...fun?” Justice says, his tone anything but convincing.
I laugh. “It’ll be something. I just need to get out of this house before my mom comes up here and starts asking me about lesbian courting rituals.”
We say goodbye, and I change out of the cut-off sweatpants and tank top I’m wearing into a graphic t-shirt with a generic city design on the front. I pair it with some jean shorts and Converse and then grab an old Purple Peaks baseball cap to keep my hair out of my face. I take the creaky stairs down to the first floor two at a time and call out a goodbye.
The lampposts lining our driveway have switched on as the sunlight starts to fade to purple. Moths buzz around the bulbs. There’s a slight breeze in the air that keeps my skin from getting instantly sweaty in the remaining heat from the day, and I can smell the first traces of a summer night: the heady perfume of wildflowers, the rich tang of earth baked by the sun all afternoon, and the sweet scent of dewy grass just begging you to take your shoes off and run and run and run through the soft blades.
Everything is wild, alive, unfurling after a day of lazy, sun-soaked lethargy to stretch out and move.
Nights like this always make it feel like anything could happen.
I keep pulling in deep breaths of the layered scents as I make my way along the side of the road into town. It’s only a couple minutes before I’m turning onto the main road and making my way into our tiny excuse for a downtown. There are a few metres of sidewalk to keep pedestrians off the highway, and I lope along them with my hands in my pockets as I pass by the shop. There’s a new sign in the window advertising a sale on Gatorade bottles, and I catch a glimpse of Pat inside as he straightens up one of the grocery aisles.
It’s past eight, and Doyle’s is the last shop open at this hour, but I can hear the dull thump of distant music coming out of the bar down the road. A few cars are parked in the little dirt lot around the side.
The Chapel Creek Tavern—known simply to locals as the bar—is a mismatched looking building that’s part log and part brick with a sloped red tin roof. A giant pair of moose antlers crowns the front door, where a buzzing neon ‘open’ sign has attracted its own crowd of moths.
I head over and step onto the little front porch, which houses a long bench where the fishing dads of Chapel Creek like to sit after a day out on the lake. I used to play with sticks in the dirt while my dad sipped a beer on that bench when we’d come back from Saturday afternoons out in the canoe.
That was our thing. I love Emmett, but sometimes everything he needed made it hard to have stuff that was only mine, especially when we were little. Saturdays in the canoe were always just for me and my dad, though.
I come to a stop on the bristly welcome mat that reads ‘No shirt, no shoes, no service’ and pull the thick wooden door open. The chorus of some country rock hit is playing at full blast, and the sticky-sweet smell of beer tinged with the oily scent of fries fills my nose.
“Megan! You came!”
Lisa, the girl who invited me at the grocery store, gets up from one of the booths lining the back wall and rushes over to hug me. I give her an awkward pat on the back; I had no idea we were at the hugging level of acquaintanceship, but when she pulls back and sways a little on her feet, I realize I’m probably a few beers late to the party.
There are only a few occupied tables, and the bartender is keeping himself busy polishing glasses, but I know things will probably pick up within the hour.
“Yeah, thanks for asking me.”
“Of course!” She bobs her head to the rhythm of the song, which as far as I can tell is an ode to the whiskey bottle the singer has decided to replace his ex-girlfriend with. “Everyone’s talking about you being back in town.”
“Oh, I mean, I’m not really back,” I say as Lisa grabs my arm and drags me over to the booth. “Just visiting for a couple weeks.”
“Oh, I heard you were moving back in with your parents because you got kicked out of school in Europe or something? You have the craziest life!”
She slides onto the vinyl seat beside another girl I vaguely recognize from high school. I take a spot next to a third girl who looks sort of like Lisa. A round of introductions informs me they’re cousins.
I wasn’t totally joking when I told Justice growing up here was sexually confusing. All three of them are wearing some form of plaid and swigging back beer bottles like they’re trying to earn their place on the futch scale, but it was girls just like this who gave me weird looks on the sidewalk and flinched if my hand happened to brush theirs while giving them their change at the shop after I came out. Things have cooled down a lot in the years since, but I never forgot those moments.
“You got kicked out of school in Europe?” Lisa’s cousin asks after we’ve all been introduced.
“Um, no,” I say in response to all their curious stares. “I was supposed to do an internship in Paris, but the program got cut, so I’m just here for a few weeks while I figure out my next move.”
“Oh my god, Paris!” Lisa gasps as she slams her empty bottle down on the table. This girl is really going hard tonight. “That’s so romantic. I’ve always wanted to go to Paris. My French is so bad, though. Yours must be good, Megan, after all those years in Montreal.”
I barely have time to tell her my French is all right before she’s speaking at full steam again.
“It didn’t surprise me you went to Montreal, you know. I’ve been there once. There are a lot of...creative people in Montreal, you know?”
Her friend and cousin nod, and I fight to keep from cringing. I haven’t even gotten a drink yet, and I already want to call it a night.
“Oh shoot, mine’s empty!” Lisa says after trying to take a swig from her finished bottle. “Does anyone want—”
“I’ll go!” I cut in, jumping to my feet before she can answer. “I need one too. Anyone else?”
The other two shake their heads, and I head over to the wooden bar. I rest my elbows on the shiny, slightly sticky top and wave to the bartender. He’s a middle-aged guy named Ed who sometimes goes out fishing with my dad.
“Little Megan Doyle,” he says when he spots me. “I heard you were in town. Surprised you’re in here instead of out drawing pictures with sticks in the parking lot.”
When I was very small, I used to show Ed the artwork I made while waiting for my dad to finish his beer. I smile and try not to keep a running mental tally of how many people have called me Megan tonight.
Megan is the girl I used to be.
But it’s not who I am now.
I focus on that thought as I order two beers and bring them back to the booth. The girls are talking about some rich and apparently hot city guy staying at the Shipley Resort, and I nod along to the conversation without really hearing anything.
I thought going out would take my mind off things and make me feel less stuck here, but all it’s done is feed the dread curled up in my stomach and make me even more desperate to get an exit strategy planned.
“Ooooh, look.” Lisa’s friend drops her voice to a whisper. “It’s Pat the Pervert.”
We all turn to look at the doorway, where Pat is indeed letting himself into the bar. He glances around, notices the four of us staring, and waves. I nod in answer, but the other three just let out little titters and turn back to facing each other.
“He is so weird,” Lisa whispers.
“Wait, is he really a pervert?” her cousin asks, loud enough that Lisa shushes her.
I clear my throat. “No, he’s not. He’s actually really nice.”
Lisa snorts. “Seriously? Have you talked to that guy? He’s so awkward.”
People used to call me awkward too. It got better once I had the benefit of being Connieandmegan in high school with the Shipley shield of immunity surrounding me at all times, but I was always a ‘weird’ girl.
It starts to dawn on me that that’s probably the only reason Lisa invited me tonight: to show off the ‘creative’ local lesbian like some kind of stop on a tour.
I grip my beer extra tight as the shame hits, but instead of making me crumble, it fuels my veins with a fire I can feel creeping up my neck and inching its way up my throat. I swallow down everything I want to yell at this girl and stand up again instead.
“I’m gonna go say hi.”
The three of them gawk as I grab my beer and head for the bar, where Pat has claimed one of the rickety wooden stools with red vinyl covers. I climb onto the one next to him and grab a stray coaster for my beer.
“Hey.”
He turns and stares at me in surprise before his mouth stretches into a wide smile. “Meg! Hey!”
“Hey,” I repeat. “I, uh, just wanted to say thanks again for driving me home. Can I get you a beer?”
My bank account is going to be in the negative any day now, but I still pull my wallet out of my pocket and insist on getting him something when Ed comes over. We cheers once he’s got a beer in front of him, and he glances back at Lisa and her cohorts after taking his first sip.
“Don’t you want to get back to your friends?”
I shake my head without turning around. “They’re not my friends.”
“Oh.” He blinks. “Well, thanks for the beer. I just closed up the shop and thought I’d come talk to Ed about how the trout season’s going.”
I shake my head, smiling in spite of myself. “You really do fit in here, Pat. You are Chapel Creek through and through.”
He taps his chin for a few seconds.
“I mean, yeah, I guess. It’s my home. That’s where you’re supposed to fit in, right?” He takes another sip and then tilts his head when I don’t answer. “You okay, Megan? I mean Meg. You okay, Meg?”
I take another sip of my own. “You know, Pat, I think—”
I stop mid-sentence when the door swings open again, my whole body going rigid when I recognize who’s just stepped inside.
Connie is wearing a little green sundress, and the definition of a douchebag has his arm around her waist as he leads her over to a table.
The bottom of my stomach drops, and there’s a whooshing in my ears as I watch them settle into their chairs. I manage to rip my gaze away just as the guy glances over at the bar.
My throat has gone completely dry, and I have to force myself to swallow before I can speak again.
“I think I’m gonna need another drink,” I finish.
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CONNIE
My hand shakes as I grip the stem of my wine glass, and a few golden drops of sauvignon blanc nearly spill over the rim. I rest the bottom of the glass on my coaster to help steady it.
I didn’t even know they had wine at the Chapel Creek Tavern. I would have gotten a beer, but I thought it would keep Graham away from me longer if I ordered something super specific. I didn’t expect him to blow up about it the way he did; he spent a good five minutes leaning over the edge of the bar demanding Ed go search for the chardonnay I asked for instead of accepting the only white wine option they had.
The way Ed’s eyes travelled past him to land on me with his eyebrows raised in judgement did make my cheeks heat with embarrassment, but that’s not why my hand is shaking.
The tremors making their way up my arm are due to the fact that Meg is sitting on a barstool just a few metres behind me.
I don’t know if she’s seen me yet. All I’ve done is dart glances at her and then whip my head back around a second later.
She’s sitting with a guy from our high school. Everyone used to call him Pat the Pervert, but Meg was one of the first kids to drop the awful nickname.
She was always doing that: planting these little moments of kindness like tiny seeds for the universe to watch over and grow. Being around her was like walking in a garden. Every few feet, there’d be some new bloom to stop and marvel over, some perfect spray of stems and petals with just a touch of the wilderness that always seemed to cling to her like a perfume.
Every time, I’d lean in to catch the scent. I just wanted to be closer to her—all the time. Sometimes the whole world felt like it was pressing in on me, squeezing the air out of my lungs, but with Meg, there was room to breathe. There was space, and it was a space just for us, lined with flowers and vines that kept everything but the sunlight locked outside.
“Do you know them?”
I snap my head back around to face Graham before I can catch another glimpse of Meg. I can barely go five seconds without giving in to the need to turn around and remind myself she’s there.
She’s so close.
“Hmm?” I ask Graham.
He lifts his pint glass up to gesture behind me at the bar. “Those people. You keep looking at them. Do you know them?”
“Oh, um...”
I shouldn’t look again. I should say no and let the conversation move on, but my head turns like Meg is a magnet. I stare at her back, at the hem of her shirt tucked haphazardly into her denim shorts, at the choppy locks of short blonde hair fanned out under her baseball cap.
I want to run my fingers through her hair.
I can feel my chest start to flush at the thought, right here in this bar where anyone could watch me watching her, but I can’t push the image away: me on the barstool beside her, drinks in our hands just like the day her dad took us here and bought us our first beers despite Meg’s mom telling him not to.
I can hear her laugh, loud and uninhibited like it was for those few seconds in the grocery store today. I can picture her propping her chin on her hand, see my own hand shake for just a second before I’d pull the hat off her head and brush away the hair that would fall into her face.
She makes stories spark to life in my head. She’s a poem unfolding in front of me. She makes me want to write. I haven’t felt that pull, that magnetic tug to get my thoughts down on a page, in a long, long time.
“Connie?”
Graham’s voice pulls me back to reality. I whip back around for the dozenth time tonight, my heart jumping into my throat.
I still think about her like that. As hard as I try to stop, I still do. Even with Graham looking at me with his eyebrows drawn together, I have to clasp my hands in my lap under the table to force away the whispers of Meg’s hair I can still feel between my fingers.
“I—yeah,” I stammer. “We went to high school together.”
“Huh.” He looks between me and the bar. “Let’s invite them to sit with us.”
“What?” I nearly knock my wine over when I jump, and my voice is way too loud. “No!”
“Why not?” He’s already getting up from the table. “It’s not like we’re busy having a fascinating conversation or anything.”
The sting in his voice hits me like a slap and leaves me stunned in my seat as he makes his way over to Meg and Pat.
It hasn’t been a fascinating evening between Graham and I so far. We got through the usual dryness of a dinner with my father’s business friends. My mother shooed me out of the kitchen when I tried to avoid Graham by helping with her dessert, which turned out to be a pretty disgusting mess of berries and nuts swimming in a weirdly lumpy cream topping she made. After we were all done pretending to enjoy the taste, she suggested Graham and I go out for an evening drive.
He tried to kiss me again after pulling over by the lake, and I practically had to shove him back to his side of the car while telling him I thought we should take things slower.
We continued driving up the highway in complete silence after that. He decided to pull in at the bar when we reached town. He didn’t ask if that was okay with me.
It only takes Graham a couple minutes to come back with Meg and Pat in tow. His douchebag meter is rising by the minute, like I knocked a lever out of place when I refused to kiss him.
“Welcome, welcome! Join us, friends!” he says, his voice dripping with sarcasm as he sweeps his arm out in a dramatic gesture for Meg and Pat to sit down on the two spare chairs. He can’t be drunk yet, but he’s already making fool of himself without alcohol to help him.
Which means he’s also making a fool of me.
I can’t look at Meg as she claims the chair on my left side. I can’t even breathe. I sit there clutching my wine glass so hard I’m scared it’s going to shatter, and I focus on slowing my heart down as it fights to beat its way out of my chest.
This is too much: Graham’s stupidity, Meg’s proximity, the heat of the room, and the way I can sense her leg just a few inches away from mine.
I didn’t think I could still feel this way. I don’t want to feel this way. Last time, it ruined everything. It made it all so complicated. I couldn’t take it, and just when I finally realized what she meant to me, she was gone.
The familiar squeezing starts in my chest, the sensation of tight bands wrapping themselves around my lungs. The first lashes of panic ricochet through my body. I can’t feel the glass in my hand anymore.
“Connie. Hey.”
Meg’s voice sounds like it’s coming from far away. My head feels like it’s moving through water as I turn to find her watching me, her face pinched with concern.
“You all right?”
I break the surface, shaking my head a little to clear it as the attack washes away like a wave I’ve only just managed to duck underneath.
“I’m...yes. Thank you,” I mumble.
I can hear the radio again, the strains of the latest country hit filling the room as Graham and Pat talk about the beers they’re drinking. Graham isn’t even looking at me anymore.
Meg’s eyes don’t leave mine. I can see a question there, the same one she’d always ask me when I gave her a bullshit answer about being okay:
Are you really okay, Connie?
I’m not okay, but it isn’t the anxiety bothering me now. It’s the way I can’t stop noticing every detail of her face: the strong eyebrows that are darker than her hair, the curve of her bottom lip, the faintest trace of a cleft in her cute little chin.
She’s beautiful. She’s even more beautiful than I remembered, and just being close to her has half of me ready to throw my arms around her neck and beg to be best friends again. The rest of me is still dying to run my fingers through her hair.
“So are you two dating?”
Meg finally stops staring into my soul when Graham pops the question to Pat, and she throws her head back to burst out laughing before Pat has a chance to answer.
“No, no, definitely not,” she gasps as she catches her breath.
“I work for Meg’s dad,” Pat offers in response to Graham’s confused look. “Oh, and we fish on the weekends sometimes—me and Meg’s dad, that is. I mean, I would fish with Meg, if she ever wanted. You still fish, right Meg?”
He called her Meg.
I’m the one who started calling her Meg. Emmett got in on the habit too, but I’m the one who started it in the seventh grade. Everyone else still called her Megan.
“Are you two dating?” Pat asks, looking between me and Graham after he and Meg agree they should go fishing sometime.
I might be imagining it, but I swear Meg’s shoulders go tense at the question. I don’t know why that makes heat flare low in my stomach, but it does.
“We’ve been—”
“No.”
I blurt the word before I can stop myself, and Graham pauses mid-sentence.
“I mean, um...” I stutter as the whole table looks at me. “We just met a few weeks ago. Graham’s parents are my father’s guests at the resort, so we’ve been, um, hanging out.”
“Hanging out,” Graham repeats, some of the venom creeping back into his voice. “Yeah, that’s a good word for it. Connie would have to be a little more happy about it for us to be dating.”
I freeze, and Meg splutters as she forces down the sip of beer she’s just taken.
“Excuse me,” she says after clearing her throat, “but what exactly do you mean by that, Grant?”
His eyes narrow. “It’s Graham, and what I mean is that Connie seems to like the idea of being seen driving around in an SUV with me more than she does actually...spending time together. I guess it makes sense. Girls with daddies who own big companies always think they can tease their way to anything.”
My first reaction is to check how much is left in his pint glass because there’s no way any self-respecting person—never mind a person with respect for me—would say that to my face in front of two strangers in a bar.
A few seconds of silence pass as we all take the words in. My face feels hot, and the corners of my eyes are starting to sting.
No. You will not be stupid and cry over this douchebag.
I forget all about crying when Meg rocks her chair onto its back legs and lifts her beer bottle up like she’s delivering a toast to Graham.
“Damn,” she says before smacking her lips together. “You must have a real small dick, my dude.”
I gasp as she makes a show out of taking a leisurely sip. Pat snorts, and it only takes one look at Graham’s shocked face for me to give in. A peal of laugher rips its way out of me. I clamp my hand over my mouth, but it’s too late. I can’t stop the guffaws that escape from behind my palm.
Graham has gone so red he looks like he’s coated in face paint, the colour seeping down his neck to clash with the white collar of his breezy button-down. His jaw is clenched, and his eyes are bugging out like a balloon pumped up with too much air. Pat is laughing even harder than me now, and I can see Meg fighting to keep a straight face as her lips curl around the edge of the bottle.
I feel that same heat from before spark low in my stomach again.
“This...This...You...” Graham splutters as he glances between the three of us with his crazed eyes. “You know what? Fuck this.”
He stands up so fast his chair topples over, and he leaves it lying there as he takes two steps back from the table with his hands raised in the air.
I can feel everyone in the room watching us now.
“We are done, Connie! I’m not taking you for any more little joy rides in my car, okay? Your friends can drive you home tonight, and you can pay for your own shitty chardonnay. Oh wait, it’s sauvignon blanc because you hicks don’t even carry more than one kind of white!”
Meg caves first. She sets her beer down on its coaster and then collapses into a fit of laughter so intense she has to clutch her stomach with one hand and pound the table with the other. Pat switches from howling to laughing so hard he goes silent while his shoulders continue to shake. I drop my hands and stop fighting to hold back, joining Meg in slapping the table as I double over. I don’t even notice Graham has stormed out until I hear the door slam.
It really isn’t that funny, but none of us can stop.
“S-S-Sauvignon blanc,” Meg chokes out after a few seconds, mimicking Graham’s over-enunciated pronunciation and doing a sassy head toss that has me laughing harder than ever.
“Everything okay here?”
I glance over to find Ed approaching our table, shooting confused looks at us, the knocked down chair, and the door.
“No worries, Ed,” Meg says with a wave of her hand after she pulls herself together. “Just some city kid who wasn’t impressed with your wine selection.”
A twinge of embarrassment makes me squeeze my hands together in my lap as my cheeks heat. “I’m so sorry about that, Ed. I know he was rude to you. The wine is great. He just—”
“You don’t need to excuse him, Miss Shipley,” Ed cuts me off. “You’re far from the first little lady to suffer through a bad date in this bar. Your wine is on the house, and I’ll take care of that beer of his too.”
The embarrassment just twists my stomach even harder. “Ed, that’s way too generous of you. I can pay. I—”
“I insist,” he counters as he steps around Meg to straighten Graham’s chair. “I’m just glad you’re all right.”
He heads back to the bar after giving Pat some kind of Man Code slap on the back, and Pat beams after him.
“Ed’s a great guy,” he announces. “We’re kind of buddies. I hang out here with Meg’s dad after work sometimes, and Ed always says it’s like I’m Malcolm’s son-in-law, which I say would be great because—um. Yeah.”
He glances down at the table, and I have to bite my lip to hold back another laugh attack. I can still remember the look on Meg’s face when Pat asked her to prom for the third time, which involved him holding a boom box over his head outside her twelfth grade English class. Now he seems to have upped the ante and gone right for her family instead.
I’m pretty sure he’s a sweet guy, but he’s never had an ounce of subtlety when it comes to Meg.
“Well, um, I better go talk to Ed about those trout,” he says as a pink tinge creeps up his neck. “Thanks for the company, Meg. Good to see you, Connie.”
As soon as he heads to the bar, all my senses kick into overdrive.
I’m sitting at a table with Meg, and there’s nowhere to look but at her. Some of her hair has slipped into her eyes, and she lifts her hat an inch to tuck it back in place.
I don’t know what makes my heart beat faster: how good she looks or how much I’m noticing it.
“So Pat works for your dad now,” I blurt to fill the silence. I take a sip of my wine and then another for good measure as Meg nods.
“Yep. Head cashier, apparently.”
“And head son-in-law, apparently.”
We both laugh, and for some reason, the sound makes the tension gathering between us tighten and contract a few more notches, like we’re tugging on the ends of a knot.
I don’t know if we’re undoing that knot or leaving it even more tangled than before.
“It shouldn’t surprise me he’s gotten close with my dad, but I still can’t get over it. My dad sent him to get me from the bus station. He ended up falling asleep in the bed of the truck and scared the shit out of me when I went to throw my bag in.”
“What?” I pause with my glass halfway to my mouth again. “Why was he in the truck bed?”
Meg shrugs, tipping her chair onto its back legs again. Something about the gesture makes my thighs twitch. I cross my legs and squeeze to keep it from happening again.
She drags her thumb over her lips, and I can’t hear the music in the bar anymore.
“Apparently he wanted to feel the sun on his face while he slept. Pat is a man of unexpected depth and sensitivity.”
I huff a laugh, but only because a small part of my brain can recognize I’m supposed to be engaging in this conversation. The rest of me is caught up in her like a starving plane crash survivor stumbling toward a mirage.
She’s here.
She’s here, like some glimmering vision in the sand I can’t quite get myself to believe is real. I’ve imagined sitting down somewhere with her and grabbing a drink like this more times than I can count, but now that the moment is here for me to clutch in my hands, I can barely grasp it.
“He calls you Meg,” I say without thinking, my voice just a murmur Meg has to lean closer to hear. “I’ve never heard anyone but Emmett call you Meg.”
And me.
I stop myself from saying that part, but it hangs in the charged air between us as clearly as if I’d shouted it.
“Oh. Yeah.” Meg’s eyes drop for a second before finding mine again. “That’s kinda what I go by now.”
Something flares in my chest, sparking with indignation, and after a second, I realize what I’m feeling: jealousy.
That’s my name for her, and now everyone gets to use it.
“When I got to Montreal, I just wanted to be, like, me, you know?” she continues. “The older I got, the less I felt like myself in Chapel Creek, but there...I just fit, and that nickname always felt the same, so I just...”
The flames in my chest ease, burning down into hot coals.
She didn’t give that name to everyone because it meant nothing; she made it part of her because it meant more than all the pieces of herself she left behind.
“Anyways.” She clears her throat. “I’m rambling. Do you, uh, want another wine?”
She glances at my now nearly empty glass.
I probably shouldn’t drink more. I don’t even know how I’m getting home, but I find myself nodding anyway. If it keeps this moment going, I’ll keep buying shitty sauvignon blanc all night.
“I shall have another beer,” Meg announces as she gets up from her chair.
I follow suit. “No, no, let me get them. Please.”
She shakes her head, but I start speed-walking over to the bar as she laughs and jogs to keep up.
“It would be rude if I didn’t,” I insist. “You deserve a welcome home drink, after all.”
She leans against the bar beside me, our forearms just a few inches apart as we rest them on the polished wooden top. The sticky residue from sloshing beer bottles and greasy baskets of fries makes my lip curl, but I don’t pull my arm away.
It’s just like it’s always been between us: I’ll take every chance I get to be close to her.
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The bar has started filling up. The voices and laughter have become a rumble that’s making it hard to hear the strains of country rock playing above us.
That’s for the best. I’d be risking eternal shunning from half the population of Chapel Creek if I ever said it out loud, but once you’ve heard one country rock song, you’ve kind of heard them all.
I struggle to pull my wallet out faster than Connie can grab hers, but mine is shoved into the tight back pocket of my jean shorts. Connie has her credit card out in a couple milliseconds.
“There!” she crows after tapping her card on the machine Ed brings over along with our drinks. “I win.”
“Jesus.” I shake my head as I grab my beer. “I forgot how competitive you can be.”
Little known fact about Connie Shipley: when she decides to do something, she fucking does it. Most people write her off as a total Barbie doll, but the girl has got drive. She’d always limit herself way more than she deserved, but when she let those limits drop, she was unstoppable.
She once climbed to the top of a rock face in an actual ball gown to spray paint our names next to all the other delinquent teen graffiti just because I dared her to.
I haven’t driven by that spot yet this summer, but I’m sure it’s still there: a wonky Meg + Connie 4 Evuh scrawled in hot pink paint. Watching her spell out those letters with a shaky hand made something in me get bright and hot, like a star being squeezed into life.
That was prom night, just a week before the grad party where we kissed.
“What should we cheers to?”
I blink to bring the room into focus. Connie finishes putting her wallet away and looks back up at me with a small smile.
She really is gorgeous. Her face looks like it was designed on an architecture drafting board, every angle and curve a perfect calculation.
“To, uh, good times?” I blurt before I can suggest something catastrophically stupid like ‘to us.’
She chuckles and lifts her glass. “To the good times.”
I clink my bottle to the edge of the wine glass before swigging back a couple mouthfuls as I fight to get a grip on myself.
We’re just having a drink. Nothing is different. We’re still ghosts to each other. She’s someone I used to know, but the way she watches me, the way my whole body flutters with familiarity every time she laughs, the way I still sometimes feel like I know what she’s about to say just before she says it—that all makes it hard to see her as the stranger she really is.
“Should we sit back down?” Connie asks.
I glance around the room, and my eyes land on Lisa as she swings her beer around to act out whatever story she’s telling. She and her posse have been shooting me dirty looks since I left them. She spots me watching and hunches forward to mutter something to the other two.
My stomach sinks, but I force myself to give them a wide smile and a cartoonish wave that indicates I give zero fucks.
Whoever said high school is forever was definitely talking about Chapel Creek.
“Why don’t we go sit on the bench out front?” I say after turning back to Connie. “It’s getting way too warm in here.”
The room really is heating up as the crowd grows, and Connie nods before leading the way to the door. I grab the handle for her and sweep my arm out for her to go first. She does the closest thing to a curtsy she can manage while holding a full glass of wine.
It’s cute—way too cute—but it doesn’t mean anything. We’re just joking around and making the most of a weird night. We’re definitely not flirting. We’re not even friends, and the stupid flutter in my chest needs to get the memo.
“Ah, the good old bench,” I say, doing my best to sound casual as we settle ourselves beside each other outside.
I can still hear the thump of music and voices, but they’re muffled out here, mixed with the sound of chirping insects and the buzzing from Chapel Creek’s grand total of four streetlights splashing the sidewalk with a dull orange glow.
“Probably where your dad sits talking about Pat being his future son-in-law,” Connie jokes as she pats the empty spot on her other side.
I tip my head back until it bumps against the wall behind us and groan. “I think that guy still has a crush on me, Connie.”
She laughs, and the sound makes my blood rush. “Oh he definitely does. He’s probably going to go from prom-posals straight to actually proposing now that you’re back.”
“I think I may have at least voided that possibility when I told him I’m super gay.”
I say it without thinking, but as soon as the words leave my mouth, my whole body tenses. It hits me then: I’ve never actually come out to Connie.
Sure, passionately making out with her probably should have gotten the message across, but we’ve never discussed that night.
She must know I’m openly a lesbian now. The whole fucking town knows, but it’s different to say it to her face. It’s different to watch her go tense and look down at her lap when I do.
The silence that follows is excruciating. My stomach twists, and my throat goes dry as she continues to sit there not saying anything. A moth pings against the light bulb above us and then goes straight back in for more.
“Yeah, that, um, that should take care of that,” she finally murmurs before taking a sip of wine.
That.
I gulp down some more beer as I fight to keep her sentence from hitting me like a punch to the gut.
“So, um, how’s your family?” she asks.
At least she’s looking at me now. She shifts a little to face me better, her knee just an inch away from mine.
Which doesn’t mean anything.
I shrug. “They’re good. Same as ever, really. Boundaries are still a foreign concept to my mother, and my dad’s still going strong at the shop. Emmett’s doing amazing, actually. Have you seen him lately? He’s all grown up. Well, mostly grown up. He’s an angsty teen now, but he’s doing so well in school.”
Just talking about Emmett is enough to lift my mood. I’m already smiling as I picture him in a cap and gown in a few years. For a long time, we didn’t know if he’d get there—not because we doubted him, but because it was so hard to get him access to what he needed. My mom went down to working part time at her municipality desk job just so she could drive him to a better high school and attend meeting after meeting with the staff to make sure he was being accommodated.
I know it will all be worth it when we see him walk across that graduation stage.
“Meg, that’s wonderful!” Connie sounds almost as excited as me. “I bumped into him and some kids he was hanging out with back in the spring. You’re right; he’s all grown up.”
I nod. “Did he sass you?”
She chuckles. “A little. He was trying to be all cool and blasé in front of his friends, but he stayed out and hugged me after they went into your dad’s shop.”
That sounds like Emmett. No matter how angsty he gets, he’ll always be a diehard hugger at heart.
“What about your family?” I ask.
The grin slides off Connie’s face. “They’re, uh...the same. Maybe slightly worse?”
She lets out a short, derisive laugh, and I fight the urge to reach over and squeeze her hand.
“I’m sorry.”
She shrugs, but I can see the pain in her eyes even as she tries to act casual. “My mother is basically pimping me out to her definition of eligible bachelors, but at least it provides some entertainment every once in a while...even if I have to buy my own sauvignon blanc.”
She imitates the way her date said it: with way too much emphasis and a terrible attempt at a French accent. We laugh, but it doesn’t last long.
“He really sucked,” I say. “I’m sorry you had to hang out with him and hear him say those things.”
She shrugs again. “He’s not the first, and he probably won’t be the last.”
I hate the way she says it: like she’s just accepted guys treating her that way, like it’s no big deal, like she deserves it.
There’s nothing anyone could do to deserve a guy saying things like that.
“Connie.” My hand twitches with how bad I want to reach over and comfort her, but I squeeze it into a fist. “What he said was super fucked up and not true at all. I know we’re not, uh...I mean I know I’ve been...not here, and we haven’t talked, but, uh...”
My heart starts pounding again as I trip over my words. Every time we get close to what we used to be, I remember just how far apart we really are. All the years we’ve missed out on keep jutting into the conversation like a roadblock that throws us off course.
“I just mean that even though we haven’t hung out in a long time, that doesn’t mean I don’t know how wrong he was or how much you didn’t deserve that. Also, he was a douche. Like, that shirt? Those shorts? Was he wearing boat shoes?”
The corner of her mouth lifts, and I use it as fuel to keep going.
“I’m pretty sure he’s the kind of guy who’d wear a bathing cap in the lake because he’d be afraid of the water doing something to his hair.”
Connie snorts. “He is afraid of the lake. He said it probably has parasites. I told him they test the water every year, and he said it’s probably rigged.”
“Well there you go.” I spread out the hand that isn’t clutching my beer. “A douche and an idiot.”
She chuckles again and then gets quiet. “Thanks. I, um, I think I needed to hear that.”
“Anytime.”
She freezes at the word, and so do I. I didn’t mean to say it out loud, but I do mean it. It doesn’t matter how weird things between us get or how long it’s been; if I knew some guy was hurting Connie, I’d be there.
Anytime.
“Meg...” She stares down at her fancy black flats as she scuffs her feet on the floorboards. “I know things got...weird...that summer. I know that must have sucked for you. I had so much going on. I was panicking all the time, and you were leaving, and I...I...I guess I’m just trying to say I regret the way things went…and that it’s nice to have you back.”
She takes a shaky breath, still staring at her shoes, and I blink at her.
That’s way more than I expected to hear tonight.
“Connie...”
I don’t get any further. The feeling between us is bigger than words. We sit in silence for a few moments before she jerks her head up.
“Oh shoot!” she says, turning away to grab her purse and start digging through it.
I try not to process how cute it is when she says ‘oh shoot.’
“I should text my parents. Who knows what Graham has said to them. His parents are probably still at my house for dinner.”
She starts typing, and I pull out my own phone to make sure my parents aren’t trying to get in touch with me. It’s only ten, so they aren’t raising any alarms yet. As someone who’s been a legal adult for four years, I’ve probably earned the right to be out until at least midnight before they worry.
Connie is busy typing for a while. I know I’ll start spinning out if I sit here replaying what she said to me, so pull up the Hot Thots group chat to distract me while she finishes. Apparently Hayley Kiyoko just dropped an earth-shattering new music video, and my fellow sapphics in the group are going crazy while they rapid fire exchange reaction GIFs.
“The hot thots?”
I look up to see Connie glancing at my screen. She leans away and squeezes her hands together in her lap when I catch her.
“Sorry. I saw it by accident and got curious.”
“No worries.” I tap out a reply about watching the video later and then set my phone down beside me on the bench. “The Hot Thots is my Montreal crew’s group chat name. My friend Justice picked it, and we just kind of went with it.”
“Tell me about them.”
“Huh?”
Her sudden sincerity throws me off. She shifts to face me again, and this time our knees do brush, just for a second before she settles herself against the bench. Her eyes have gone wide, her pupils dilated in the semi-darkness of the night, and there’s this hunger in her face I don’t quite understand.
It’s not a hunger for me, and I only figure it out when she speaks again.
“Tell me about your friends, about the city, school...what’s it like?”
That’s when I recognize it: that same desperate, famished longing that used to hit my stomach in pangs whenever I thought about getting out of this place.
She was supposed to leave it with me.
This life she’s asking about, these friends and this city and school—it was supposed to be her life too.
“It, um...”
The weight of all that’s happened is too much. I grab my phone since I can’t seem to pull the words together, swiping to unlock it and pulling up the Hot Thots chat again.
“You really wanna hear about this?”
I glance up and find she’s still watching me with that aching hunger. She nods. I look back down at the screen.
“Let me see if I can find a picture with everyone.” I scroll through my gallery, searching for a group shot. There are eight of us in the chat, so it’s rare to get everyone together at once. “This one has everyone except Gaia, but they’re so busy being a literal fashion model we hardly ever see them anyway.”
I pull up Gaia’s Instagram to show Connie what I’m talking about.
“Wow,” she says, her mouth dropping into a wide ‘o.’
“Yeah.” I chuckle as I look at their latest impossibly gorgeous shoot on some luxurious rooftop. “Gaia’s probably going to make history as a non-binary, Iranian fashion muse in Milan someday. Now that they’ve graduated, I doubt they’ll be in Canada much longer.”
I switch back to my gallery so I can show Connie the group photo.
“Here’s the Hot Thots.”
She leans over, so close I can smell a trace of flowery shampoo in her hair as she bends her head over my phone screen.
“You guys look so cool. Who’s that beside you?”
“Oh, that’s Justice.” He has his arms wrapped around me, and we’re both making duck faces at the camera. “We’re super close. We met just a few weeks after I moved to Montreal. He’s a sweetheart, but also a sarcastic asshole. I love that dude.”
Connie peers down at the photo for a few more seconds before straightening up.
“You seem really happy there.”
I click the screen off. “I...yeah. I was. Am? I guess I’m not sure what to call it at this point.”
It feels weird to tell Connie how happy Montreal makes me—wrong, almost, but I’m not sure why. She asked. I answered. I told her the truth, but it feels like I’m hurting her, like I’m dangling something just out of her reach.
She stares down at her hands in her lap, opening and closing her mouth a few times before she speaks again.
“Why didn’t you stay there after you finished your degree?”
I guess the town-wide rumors about me being some kind of European delinquent haven’t reached her yet.
“I got offered an internship overseas, but it fell through at the last minute, so I’m just here for a couple weeks while I sort my shit out and hopefully get set up back in Montreal.”
“A couple weeks?”
Her voice rises an octave as her eyes flare, and she looks just as stunned as I am by the sudden panic in her voice.
“I just, um...” She starts fiddling with the strap of her purse as she clears her throat. “I just assumed you were here for the whole summer.”
“God forbid,” I joke, but as soon as it leaves my mouth, I know it was the wrong thing to say.
Her whole body stiffens, and she clenches her fist around the strap.
“Right.”
“I didn’t mean—I just...” I keep stammering as she pulls her phone out of her bag with tense, robotic movements. “I mean, it’s Chapel Creek.”
“Yeah. I know.” Her voice has turned to a whisper now, and she start scrolling through the contact list on her phone.
“Connie, seriously, it was a joke, okay? A bad joke. It wasn’t about you. I—”
“I know it wasn’t about me.” She doesn’t look up from her phone, and her murmur is so low I almost miss the words. “I get it. This place is awful. Leaving was...always the plan.”
“Connie—”
I start to speak at the same time she presses a button on her phone and brings up to her ear. I notice her hand is shaking.
“Who are you calling?”
“The resort has a car service for guests now,” she says, her voice still quiet but now spookily calm. “I’m sure they can send someone to get me. It’s late, and my parents are pissed off. I should go home.”
She has a short conversation with whoever picks up and then lowers her phone to hold it in her lap.
Apparently our evening has come to an end.
“Are you...mad at me?” I ask.
“No.” She gives a short, terse shake of her head that doesn’t exactly convince me.
“I seriously didn’t mean to upset you. I just—”
“I’m not upset at you, Meg,” she interrupts. “I’m just...It’s just, what’s the point, you know? You’re leaving in a couple weeks. Do we really need to sit around pretending we’re going to be friends again? What do we even have in common anymore?”
I blink a few times, taking it all in. Her face is pinched with some emotion I can’t read, and her hands are gripping her phone so tight I’m almost worried she’s going to crack the screen. There’s a slight tremble in her shoulders. Even now, I want to sling my arm around them and ask her the question that used to cut through all the bullshit to pull us out on the other side.
Are you really okay, Connie?
I don’t, though, because she’s right: we aren’t friends, and I don’t have time for this.
I don’t have time for how much it hurts when she shuts me out. The whole summer before I left was like this, and I didn’t come here to replay the hardest months of my life.
“If you don’t want to talk anymore, then fine. We don’t have to.”
She sucks in a breath, her face pinching with pain for a second before she smoothes it out. “Like I said, it’s late. I should go home.”
I slide my phone into my pocket again, heat creeping up my neck. I feel stupid for showing her the photo, for thinking we might spend more time together after this.
“Yeah. Got it. Should I wait for your ride with you?”
She shakes her head. “I’m okay on my own.”
You’re not, though.
I can tell from the way she’s shaking. She’s freaking out about something, but if she won’t let me help her, I can’t fight my way in.
“All right. Well, good night.”
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I groan where I’m sitting on my bedroom floor with my laptop open in front of me. “Why is it so hard to get a job?”
I’ve been in Chapel Creek for over a week, and I’m still not any closer to finding a way out.
A pixilated version of Justice gives me an unimpressed look on my phone’s screen. I’ve constructed a makeshift tripod out of pillows and an overturned storage basket to prop him up. He’s working on some real estate training at home today, but I begged for company with so many desperate puppy dog face selfies that he gave in and agreed we could work quietly on a video call.
I haven’t been succeeding at the quiet part.
“Welcome to the post-graduate life, dearest Meg,” he drawls while drumming the pamphlet in his hand against his desk.
I pout. “I don’t like it.”
I’m being a needy little baby today, but my plan of getting organized and back to the city in a matter of weeks is unravelling like an old sweater. I knew the job market was tough, but I managed to convince myself it wasn’t this tough so going back to Chapel Creek wouldn’t be even more soul-crushing than it already is.
“It might help if you actually looked at jobs instead of making handicrafts,” Justice adds.
“I am looking at jobs!” I protest even as I tie another knot in the multi-coloured friendship bracelet I’m working on. “This is my stress management technique while I do.”
I found my old bracelet making kit while hunting around my room for a pair of running shoes, and I’ve filled the hours between searching for jobs and apartments with the handicrafts Justice keeps giving me shit about.
To be fair, I’ve made about thirteen friendship bracelets and have also consumed what might be a life-threatening amount of watermelon salad while sitting alone in my room. I probably deserve to be given some shit for regressing into a shadow of a human being.
“This might be my best one yet,” I say, holding the half-finished bracelet up to admire it. “You have to admit I’m pretty good at this.”
Justice gives me his signature judgemental look. “I don’t have a barometer for how good friendship bracelets are, babe. Why don’t you ask the nearest ten-year-old?”
“This is gorgeous,” I assert, ignoring him as I trace a finger down the interwoven patterns of blue, yellow, and purple strands. “My skills have come back to me.”
When I first pulled out the kit and sat down to make something a couple days ago, I couldn’t believe the way my fingers still knew their way around all the knots. I didn’t even plan to finish a bracelet, but there was one sitting in my lap before I knew it: a little lumpy and lopsided, but a bracelet nonetheless.
I felt the urge to turn and show it to Connie before I realized she wasn’t there. My muscle memory triggered so many other memories: her shoulder bumping mine as we sat trying to decipher the diagrams in the friendship bracelet manual, her frustrated little frown as she worked her way through a new pattern, her fingertips on my wrist as she tied the finished product in place.
I didn’t see it for what it was at the time, but I started falling for her during moments like that.
“Oh no.”
I look up from where my eyes have gone out of focus staring at the bracelet and find Justice watching me with feigned horror.
“What?” I demand.
“You got all sad again. Please don’t tell me you’re thinking about that girl.”
“Of course I’m not. I...”
I trail off as he gives me yet another infamous Justice look: the ‘Don’t Lie to Justice’ face.
“I’m just...frustrated,” I admit. “She got so weird at the bar last week. She just shut me out, and I know there’s not much point in reconnecting if I’m leaving again right away. I get it, but sitting outside the bar felt like...it felt like a moment, but it can’t have been that big of a deal if she could just get up and leave, right? But then again, it seemed like maybe she was freaking out and trying to hide it, and...you know what? I really don’t want to get sucked into all this, but she’s just...she’s so...”
Justice lets me keep stammering for a few more seconds before he cuts me off. “You miss her.”
“I don’t even know her.”
He rolls his eyes and pushes a few locks of highlighted hair out of his face. “You miss her. You’ve dated more girls in Montreal than I can remember, but I’ve never seen you get like this about someone.”
I’m about to make some unconvincing argument when a knock on my bedroom door interrupts us.
“Honey?” my mom calls.
I fight the urge to scream into a pillow. This is the third time in half an hour.
“Mom,” I say as she starts to open the door, “I’m sorry, but I do not want to watch season two of The L Word with you. That is not a bonding activity we need to share, and there is nothing you can do to coerce me into it.”
She watched season one on her own a few months ago and has not let up about the season two thing, but watching a bunch of dramatic lesbians from the early 2000’s screw their way into social catastrophes is not something I want to witness while sitting beside my mom on the couch.
“Actually, I was going to ask—oh, hello!”
She spots Justice on my phone screen and comes in to squat down in front of my precarious, makeshift tripod.
“Meg, you have such a handsome friend!”
Justice turns his charm on full blast, beaming at her while I roll my eyes in the background.
“Why thank you, Mrs. Doyle! I see where Meg gets her good looks.”
She presses a hand to her chest. “Oh, you are too sweet! Why hasn’t Megan—I mean Meg—introduced me to you before?”
“I haven’t the faintest idea,” he answers with an eyebrow raise. “I’m Justice, by the way.”
“Justice?” my mom repeats, and he nods. “Well, that is just lovely. You can call me Peggy, Justice. We’re not very formal people around here.”
“We’re also not continuing this conversation,” I cut in as I reach for my phone. “Justice does not need to get pulled into a chat about gay slang.”
“I would love to chat about gay slang together,” he croons in his charmer voice. “That sounds—”
“Goodbye, Justice.” I hold the phone in front of my face and give him a withering glare. “I’ll call you back later.”
I toss my phone onto my bed and raise myself to a seat on the mattress as my mom stands up.
“He seemed like a very friendly young man. He lives in Montreal?”
I nod. “Uh-huh.”
“You should invite him out here sometime.”
I nod again instead of presenting all the reasons Chapel Creek would not be a prime vacation destination for Justice. “You had something to ask me? That’s not about The L Word?”
“Oh right, right. The whole reason I came in here.”
She throws her hands up in a ‘silly me’ gesture as she laughs. She is pretty adorable and a great person; sometimes I just wish she saw me more. She spends so much time trying to give me what she thinks I want instead of listening to what I actually do want.
Mostly what I want is a relationship where I have space to come to her when I need her instead of feeling so suffocated by how constantly there she is that I’m always trying to get away, even when I really do need her.
“Do you have time to run down to the shop and grab some sugar? We’re out, and I’m in the middle of baking something for the ladies at work. I thought maybe you could use the sunshine.”
I glance around my room strewn with watermelon salad containers and stray bracelet fragments, all of it shrouded in the darkness of my half-drawn blind.
She has a point.
“Of course, Mom. I’ll just put some real clothes on first.”
I’m wearing some ratty old basketball shorts and a crop top that’s basically a glorified boob tube I usually reserve for sleeping in.
“Great! Thank you so much, honey.” She pulls me into a tight hug, and I flap my hands against her back. “I think your dad’s working alone today, so no worries if you want to hang around the shop for a bit.”
She knows the shop was always one of our places, just for me and my dad, the same way the canoe was ours on weekend fishing adventures. The little reminder that she does understand some things makes me feel a twinge of regret for cutting off her conversation with Justice.
Although he was definitely a few sentences away from asking her if she knows what a twink is.
After she heads back to the kitchen, I change into some more socially acceptable shorts and a loose t-shirt. There’s been a break in the heat wave, so I no longer feel like I’m traversing the Sahara as I head down the road into town. It only takes a few minutes of walking before I’m already thinking about what Justice said.
You miss her.
Missing Connie was so much easier when she was just a memory, a vague shape in the corner of my eye that always disappeared before I could bring it into focus.
Now I’ve seen her. I’ve sat with her. I’ve heard her voice and looked in her eyes. I’ve even smelled her hair, for fuck’s sake, and I can’t stop wanting to smell it again. I’m living out that summer after high school all over again, and I thought I was better than that now. I thought I was stronger. I thought I was a girl who knows who she is and what she wants and goes out to freaking get it, but I feel just as lost and desperate now as I did when I was eighteen.
I know I should stop wallowing. Plenty of people feel lost after they get their degree. Plenty of people have plans fall through. That doesn’t mean I need to project it all onto Connie.
I don’t know if projecting would feel this real, though. I don’t know if it’s supposed to keep me up at night or leave my stomach so knotted it’s hard to keep breakfast down.
I’m still thinking it over when I reach the shop. I bound up the steps and pull the panelled glass door open. The little bell overhead tinkles, and the sound is like a meditation gong pulling me into immediate peace and comfort.
The dusty old tube lights overhead are humming, and the smell of pine-scented floor cleaner hits my nose. My dad isn’t at the cash register or in any of the few narrow grocery aisles, so I figure he’s probably in the bait shop section obsessively organizing rods and hooks.
I head over there, humming along to the classic rock on the radio as I pass under the tacky ‘Gone Fishing’ sign carved into a slab of pine hung above the entry to the bait section. My whole body has relaxed, recognizing I’m safe here.
“Oh Father, it is I, your prodigal daughter!” I call out.
The section is small, just a couple shelving units arranged to form low aisles, with some more shelves and display cases set up along the walls. There’s a rack of hats with cheesy fish-themed slogans and some more tacky pine signs on the walls with such brilliant one-liners as ‘Good things come to those who bait.’
One look around tells me my dad isn’t in here, but the supply closet door is open a few inches.
“Yo, Dad, did you hear me?”
I walk over and pull the door open all the way. The second I do, the air whooshes out of my lungs.
The floor tilts.
My stomach lurches.
My body recognizes something is wrong before my brain can process what I’m seeing.
It doesn’t make sense.
My dad is on the ground. He’s splayed out on the floor of the supply closet, and his eyes are closed.
His head is bleeding.
“Dad.”
I try to scream, but it comes out as a cracked whisper. I still don’t know what’s going on.
“Dad,” I try again, managing to make a little more sound this time.
He needs to open his eyes.
I feel like I’m pulling my body through a rushing river as I take a few steps forward. Everything is still crooked, the earth bending at disorienting angles that shift and warp as I stare at the blood on the tiled floor.
“Daddy!” This time it comes out as a shriek so ragged I don’t recognize my own voice. “Daddy, wake up!”
I collapse onto my knees beside him, knocking my leg against the rickety old step ladder my mom always said was going to kill someone someday. Just a few days ago, she was asking him if he’d replaced it.
Reality starts to click into place.
“Ohmygodohmygodohmygod.”
He has to wake up. He has to.
I plant my hands on the ground and wrack my brain for even one piece of information from the first aid course I took three years ago. My breath is coming in short, shallow spurts now, and I know if I lose focus for even a second, I’m going to give in and start sobbing.
He needs me to focus.
He’s lying on his stomach, his head turned to the side. I can’t see the wound from here, but I know I shouldn’t move him. I crawl closer, lowering my face to the ground beside his to check if he’s breathing.
For a few bone-chilling seconds, I can’t tell, but then I see his nostrils flare and notice the slight rise and fall of his back.
My dad is alive.
That’s when I start to lose it. I stare at his slack face next to mine, and my vision begins to blur.
“Daddy, I don’t know what to do. I don’t know what to do. Idon’tknowwhattodo.”
This must be what hyperventilating feels like. I start breathing too fast to speak, and there are little black spots in front of my eyes now. I heave myself up into a sitting position and squeeze my eyes shut, ordering my lungs to listen to me.
“HELP!” I scream, the sound ripping its way out of my body. “SOMEBODY HELP ME!”
I scream a few more times before I remember I have my phone.
“Fuck!” I shriek, instantly furious at myself for being so stupid. “Fuck fuck fuck!”
I dial 9-1-1 for the first time in my life. I clutch my phone so hard my hand starts to ache as I answer the operator’s questions in a weirdly robotic voice.
This can’t be happening.
It’s all I can think as I struggle to focus on the call.
This can’t be happening.
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CONNIE
My father knocks on my open office door and steps inside before I can answer him.
“Are you ready to go home, Connie?”
He doesn’t say hello to Bernice—my boss, who I also share an office with—even though I’ve tried to remind him to get better at greeting his own employees.
“Hello, Mr. Shipley!” Bernice calls out anyway, swiveling in her chair to smile at me. She’s a sweet lady in her fifties who’s been working for the Shipley Resort almost as long as I’ve been alive. She started off in housekeeping and is now the events coordinator.
My parents thought the best way to get me over my ‘issues’ was to take a crushingly anxious eighteen-year-old and send her to work as an assistant events coordinator at a luxury resort.
When I first started here, I could barely leave the four walls of this office without breaking down. Bernice found me hyperventilating in a closet full of bed sheets during a wedding reception I was supposed to help oversee, and she said I could stick to emails and invoices for as long as I needed.
“Ah, Bernice. Hello.” My dad nods at her. “How’s our summer line-up coming along?”
“Very well, sir! Connie’s been such a great help. I’ll have to start watching out. She’ll be able to do my job better than I can.”
I fake a smile in response. I’ve made a lot of progress with my mental health in four years, but there have been ups and downs the whole way. Sometimes it’s still hard to even leave my bedroom in the morning, and all the drama with Graham has made this a definite down period in my anxiety journey.
Not to mention the drama with Meg.
I push the thought away. I’ve thought about her way too much today. I’ve replayed that night at the bar a thousand times, feeling worse and worse about what I said to her with each rerun.
I don’t know why I was so stupid. We had one drink together, and I was already imagining a future. She’d stay in Chapel Creek all summer, and we’d find our way back into each other’s lives.
I’d have my best friend again.
She’s not staying, though. She’ll be gone in a couple weeks, and as soon as I realized it, I had to leave. I couldn’t handle sitting on that bench with her knowing I’d be losing her all over again, so I pushed her away before she could see me fall apart.
“Shall we, Connie?”
My father sweeps his arm out in a gesture for me to follow him, and I do.
I always do.
I smooth down the front of my itchy, dark green sheath dress, exchanging a goodbye with Bernice as I swing my purse onto my shoulder. I hurry to catch up with my father, stumbling along behind him in my stiff high heels as he strides down the hall like he owns the place.
Which he does.
He’s a tall man, and it’s a struggle to keep up with his pace. He has a bald patch spreading on the back of his head, but his hair is still the same deep brown as mine. People say I look more like my mother, despite her blondeness. My father has strong, angular features to match his booming ‘out for a round of golf with the boys’ voice, while my mother and I have what’s been described to me by several people as ‘little doll faces.’
I’ve learned the hard way that it’s very difficult for anyone to take you seriously when you look like an actual toy.
Sometimes it’s hard for people to think of you as a person at all.
“Your mother asked me to talk to you about Walter Beckett’s son.”
I bite back the groan that threatens to force its way out of me when my dad looks over his shoulder to deliver the blow.
Graham went back to my house after his dramatic bar exit last week and told both sets of parents I seemed to prefer socializing with the ‘local trash’ to spending time with him. My mother has been after me to apologize ever since, but for once, I haven’t given in.
“I know she doesn’t believe me, but he was quite rude to me, Dad.” I try to sound confident, but my voice is barely more than a murmur as he leads us through the lobby with its lofted ceiling and rustic-yet-tasteful wooden beams.
I can already tell he’s not listening.
“You don’t need to marry the boy, Connie, but his mother and father are here as my guests. It would be a big help to the family if you could keep him entertained.”
I pause in the doorway instead of following him into the parking lot. It shouldn’t hurt to hear him say it, not after all the hundreds of times he’s said pretty much the same thing.
Smile for the guests.
Come downstairs, Connie. They want to see your pretty face.
It’s your job to be entertaining. You’re a Shipley.
I should be used to it, but something about this moment keeps me rooted to the spot.
“Connie?”
He turns when he’s a few feet away from his silver SUV, squinting when he sees me still in the doorway.
I take a deep breath and cross the pavement to meet him, my shoulders getting tighter by the second. I keep my voice as steady as I can, and this time I manage to be louder than before.
“He really upset me, Dad. I don’t want to see him again.”
He squints. “What do you mean?”
I try not to sigh as I keep my tone firm. “He said something very unpleasant to me, and I’m not going to see him again.”
My father stares at me for a moment and then sighs. “I’m sure he didn’t mean anything by it, Connie. I know you can still be a bit...sensitive sometimes, so maybe it’s best you don’t go out with him again. They’ll be leaving next week anyway.”
“I’m not—”
I’m about to tell him being anxious doesn’t make me stupid or deaf, but I cut myself off. He’s agreed I shouldn’t see Graham anymore, and I guess that’s all I needed from him.
I head for the car instead of finishing my sentence. He turns the air conditioning on full blast once we’ve both buckled ourselves in and steers us along the familiar drive home.
Our house is only ten minutes away from the resort, but the winding, hilly driveway and curated tree coverage keeps us mostly out of view from the road. The house has some stunning views of the lake and Purple Peaks. It’s a classic, two-storey country house complete with a wide wraparound porch and some modern additions to keep our guests impressed.
My father parks inside the two car garage, and we don’t say anything else to each other as we undo our seat belts. I head straight for the wide wooden staircase as soon as I’m inside. The air conditioning is roaring away in here too, bringing out goose bumps on my bare arms.
“Dinner will be served in fifteen minutes!” my mother calls out from somewhere in the depths of the house.
I shout a hurried ‘okay’ over my shoulder as I jog up the steps and finally pull my bedroom door shut behind me after rushing down the hall.
I drop my purse to the floor and flop face-first onto my bed. I kick my heels off as I lay sprawled on my stomach and let them drop with a thud onto the carpet. I breathe in the traces of powdery laundry soap on my sheets.
We don’t use lavender soap like they do at Meg’s house.
I roll onto my back and look around the room. The sun has just started sinking in the summer evening sky, and the glare reflects off the posters that cover my walls.
I know I should take them down and redecorate. I still have the bedroom of a teenager, but changing things up would make it all feel more permanent. If I leave the magazine cut-outs, sheets of poetry, and maps and photos of cities I’ve never been to stuck to my walls, I don’t have to face how stuck I feel.
Every fall, I tell myself I’m ready to apply for school again, but there always seem to be a million reasons to wait just one more year. More savings. More anxiety progress. More confidence. More bravery.
Any time I hint to my parents that I might be ready to try again, they’re quick to assure me of just how not ready I seem, how I’m safe and settled here with no reason to risk it all. In a way, they’re right. I know life in Chapel Creek as well as a movie I’ve watched a thousand times, and still there are days when it all feels like too much for me. On those days, it’s hard to imagine how I could handle living somewhere else.
I flip over and snag the end of my purse strap with my fingertips. I pull my phone out and go to take a scroll through Instagram to distract myself, but an email notification catches my eye.
It’s a newsletter I thought I unsubscribed from, run by a tiny Canadian publishing house.
I used to follow a lot of places like that: small presses, story contests, poetry panels. I have a whole unpublished book of my poems sitting in a graveyard of abandoned files on my computer. I even have a draft printed out that I intended to submit to publishers one day. When I was younger, sometimes I’d stay up until I heard the birds singing while I scribbled away in notebooks or typed out line after line on my keyboard.
The poems would wake up inside me, like bright-eyed birds in a nest begging to see the world, and it didn’t matter what time of day it was. I had to let them fly. They’d die if I didn’t.
“Well there’s a metaphor,” I mutter as I scroll through the email. “She was a crusty old nest full of dead baby birds.”
The call for submissions catches my eye, and I hover over the unsubscribe button I was looking for without clicking.
They want poetry.
I squeeze my eyes shut and drop the phone on my bed. I don’t want to picture it. I don’t want to get caught in a fantasy about things that will never happen.
I’ve done too much of that already.
“Connie! Dinner!”
“I’m coming!” I shout as I open my eyes.
My mother’s footsteps fade as she heads back down the stairs. I slip out of my dress and throw on some leggings and a t-shirt instead. When I pad into the kitchen filled with granite counters and steel appliances, my mother is in the middle of sharing whatever today’s town gossip is with my father.
“Apparently less than an hour ago,” she says as she dishes lasagna out of a glass casserole dish. “The ambulance probably hasn’t even reached the hospital yet.”
“Ambulance?” I repeat as I grab a water glass to fill.
“There was an accident in Chapel Creek,” she explains.
I pause. “Like a car crash?”
“No, no. Apparently Malcolm Doyle had some kind of accident in that little shop of his. I’m not sure what, but they say it’s quite serious.”
I almost lose my grip on the glass.
“Malcolm Doyle? Meg’s dad?”
“Yes, my friend Cindy was in town when it happened. She said his daughter found him unconscious, and they took her in the ambulance too. I expect his wife knows by now. I hope it’s not a stroke. They already have that boy to look after.”
I hold tight to the edge of the sink as the room starts to spin.
“Emmett,” I say, my voice sounding like it’s coming from far away. “His name is Emmett.”
“Emmett. Right. I remember when you and that Megan girl—”
“I have to go.”
I interrupt whatever my father was about to say and set my empty glass down, almost missing the edge of the counter, before I turn and sprint out of the kitchen.
There’s a rushing sound in my ears, and the house feels too bright.
Meg’s dad is in an ambulance. Meg is in an ambulance.
“Connie, where do you think you’re going?”
Both my parents have followed me into the entryway, and I turn from where I’ve started digging through one of the closets for a pair of shoes.
“To the hospital,” I answer, the thought forming as I speak.
My mother takes another step closer, reaching her arm out as if she’s going to lay a hand on my shoulder, but she drops it to her side when I straighten up with a pair of Birkenstocks in my hand.
“But...why?” she asks as she squints at me.
“Because my best friend’s dad is there, and I need to be with her.”
The world keeps spinning around me, but that part makes sense. That part is simple. Something terrible just happened to Meg, and I need to be there.
“Your best friend?” My father chuckles like this is all a joke. “Connie, you haven’t seen that girl in years. I highly doubt they want you rushing into the emergency room to do...what exactly are you going to do there?”
“Dad.” I drop the Birkenstocks onto the marbled grey floor tiles and step into them like I’m taking a stand.
Like I’m taking my place.
“I don’t really care how long it’s been,” I tell him with more conviction than I’ve felt about anything in years. “Meg will always be my best friend.”
    
THE NEAREST HOSPITAL is in Peterborough. The drive is usually over an hour, but I pull into the parking lot just fifty-five minutes after leaving the house in the little white Volkswagen my mom uses to run her errands.
My hands have barely left the two and ten position on the wheel the whole time, and my thoughts have had the same steadfast direction.
I need to be with Meg.
It all makes sense now. Meg is back, and it doesn’t matter if it’s only for a couple weeks. It doesn’t matter if everything will be just like it was when she leaves again.
A couple weeks is not nothing, and I haven’t felt as alive as I did while sitting on a bench outside the bar with her in a long, long time. I felt awake, and I’m so damn tired of sleeping.
My nose wrinkles at the sharp tang of disinfectant as the automatic doors slide open to hit me with a blast of cool air from inside the emergency department. It’s a small hospital, but the stark white waiting room is packed. Every chair and bench I can see is full, and the floor space is taken up by people pacing or wandering around as nurses in scrubs dart through the crowd with clipboards to shout people’s names.
I take a few more steps inside, apologizing and leaping back when I nearly collide with a charging nurse. I stay where I am and wrap my arms around my stomach, scanning for Meg.
I’ve almost given up hope when I see her. She’s standing with her back to me, way over at the entrance to a hallway where a bulletin board about cancer screenings has been set up. I can make out the title spelt in black cardstock letters above her head.
She’s wearing jean shorts and one of her typical loose, round-necked t-shirts, but no baseball cap today. For a few seconds, I just watch her as the bustle and noise of the room swells around me.
I meant what I said to my father: no matter how many years go by, my first thought when I spot Meg in a crowd will always be, ‘That’s my best friend.’
I pick my way across the room, dodging the edges of chairs and people pacing with grim looks on their faces. I come to a stop right behind her and realize my heart is pounding.
Doubt starts to creep in as I continue to stare without saying anything.
What am I doing here?
I’ve come this far, though. I can always leave if she wants me to, so I fight the anxious urge to slip away.
“Meg.”
She whirls around the second her name leaves my mouth.
Her eyes go wide, and her lips part. “Connie?”
I don’t know what else to say. There’s no established etiquette for greeting your estranged best friend in a hospital waiting room after driving an hour to be with her even though she didn’t ask you to, so I just nod.
“What are you doing here?” she asks, still staring at me with her eyes so wide she looks like a cartoon.
“I, um, I heard you were here...that your dad...” A flash of pain crosses her face at the mention of her dad, and I fight to pull myself together. “No one really knew what happened, but as soon as I heard, I jumped in the car. I didn’t even think, which maybe seems stupid now. I can go if you want, but I just...I wanted to be with you, if you wanted that too.”
For a moment, I think she really is going to order me to get the hell out of here. Her shock fades, and I see her jaw clamp tight as she looks at me with something in her eyes I can’t read.
Then her arms are around me, pulling me tight against her as the faint smell of lavender from her shirt fills my nose. I’m the shocked one now, but my arms reach to circle her too, my hands pressing against her lower back to hold her as tight as she’s holding me.
“I was so scared, Connie,” she whispers beside my ear.
A tremor runs through her, and I start to rub little circles into her back.
“It’s okay,” I murmur as my eyes begin to sting. “It’s gonna be okay.”
“H-he just...He was just lying there, and there was all this blood, and I panicked. I just panicked, Connie.”
My stomach lurches at the mention of blood. I was expecting something like a stroke or a heart attack.
“That’s okay,” I say in the steadiest voice I can manage. “He’s your dad, Meg. Of course you panicked. It’s not your fault.”
“I didn’t even think to call the ambulance for like a minute,” she says between the choked gasps that have taken her over. Her trembling gets worse. “I was so stupid.”
“Meg, you weren’t stupid. You got him here. That’s all that matters.”
I wait for my own panic to hit. I brace for the first adrenaline spikes of anxiety to start shooting through my body, but nothing comes. The more Meg starts to fall apart, the calmer I become. I’m not paying attention to all the people here, all the eyes that might be watching us, all the uncertainty and dread of the situation. She needs me, so I’m paying attention to her.
It’s simple. Easy. Just like my decision to get in the car.
“Yeah. He’s here. He’s safe.” She clutches the back of my shirt like it’s a lifeline, and I ignore the flutter in my chest that has me gripping the fabric of her shirt too.
Whatever that feeling is, this isn’t the moment I want to figure it out.
“They’re doing some scans,” Meg says. “He woke up in the ambulance. He held my hand. He fell off a ladder, and we think he hit his head on a shelf. They said he’ll probably be okay, but they needed to check some things.”
“Oh, Meg.” A wave of relief hits as my breath whooshes out in a sigh. I was bracing to hear he was headed to the ICU or some kind of life or death surgery with slim chances of survival. “That’s so good to hear.”
She pulls in another shaky gasp and then nods against my shoulder.
“Should we try to get a seat? That might be nicer than standing by this very cheery board about mammograms.”
If they were going for calming and reassuring vibes with this waiting room decor, they kind of missed the mark.
Meg lets out a weak chuckle and then steps out of the hug. Her eyes are shining, and her steps are sluggish and dazed as I lead her over to a bench that just opened up.
We sit down side by side, so close our thighs are touching, and I hesitate for a second before I slip my arm around her shoulders. She leans her weight against me as soon as I do, like even sitting up is too much to cope with.
“Have you called your mom?” I ask to distract myself from how bad I suddenly want to pull her even closer and brush her hair out of her face.
She nods. “She’s on her way. She should be arriving any minute. I only remembered to call her when we were almost here.”
“And Emmett’s okay?”
“Yeah.” She squeezes my hand. “He’s home alone. We’re not going to tell him what’s going on until one of us can be there with him, but he’s fine at the house on his own.”
I squeeze her hand back. “That’s good.”
She straightens up from where she’s been leaning against me and turns so we’re facing each other better.
“Thanks for asking about him. Thanks for...for being here.”
Once again, all I can do is nod. Her eyes are getting shiny, and I feel mine starting to burn too.
“When I turned around and saw you, I thought I’d lost it and started imagining things.”
I lift the corner of my mouth. “Nope. I’m real. Although I’d probably say that even if I weren’t.”
She laughs, and it’s a real laugh this time, free of the horror hanging over us.
“You know, I...I missed you,” she murmurs as her gaze drops to the floor.
I can hear my heartbeat pounding in my ears.
“I missed you too.” Our hands are still clasped, and hers twitches under mine. “I...I owe you an apology. I’m sorry for walking out on you at the bar that night. I was kind of an asshole.”
She looks back up at me, and I take a deep breath before forcing myself to continue.
“I thought you’d be in town longer, and it took me by surprise. I...I was having a really good time hanging out with you, and I just...it was hard to find out you’re leaving so soon.”
She opens her mouth like she wants to speak, but after a few seconds of silence, she closes it again.
“Look, Meg, I...I know we kind of went in different directions,” I add, “but you’re here now, and I...I have missed you, and it feels really good to spend time together. I’m sorry I got weird at the bar, so it’s okay if you don’t want to, but maybe while you’re here we could...see each other more?”
She doesn’t answer. Her hand has gone limp in mine, and she’s staring at me with her head tilted slightly to the side.
Now the anxiety hits.
“God, that was stupid,” I blurt, turning my head to stare over at the front desk. “Your dad is literally in the emergency room, and I’m asking you if we can hang out. That was really stupid of me. I’m so sorry, Meg. I know it’s not the time, and you’ll have so much to deal with, and—”
“I’d love that.”
I whip my head back around and find her with a small smile on her face. Her grip on my hand tightens again.
“I’d love that, Connie. I’m just...surprised after that night at the bar...”
My cheeks burn. “Right. Yeah. I’m so sorry for leaving like that. It was rude.”
She shrugs. “It was a weird night, but I...I feel the same. It felt really good to hang out with you. It feels really good to have you here now.”
I smile back. “It feels good to be here. I mean, as good as sitting in a hospital waiting for news about your dad can feel, I guess.”
“Yeah, it’s a very specific emotion,” she agrees with a laugh.
I only remember I still have my arm around her when she shifts on the bench to resettle herself. The edge of her shorts and the side of her bare thigh are pressed against the thin fabric of my leggings. I can feel the warmth of her body. My arm rises and falls with every breath she takes.
Her face is close enough that I could count her eyelashes, and that faint trace of lavender on her clothes surrounds me like haze.
She’s so pretty. Even now, she looks so pretty.
I want to be closer.
“Megan! Meg! Honey!”
We both jerk apart like we’ve been caught doing something we’re not supposed to as Meg’s mom rushes through the sliding doors and comes charging toward us. Her grey-streaked curly hair is pulled into the messiest messy bun I’ve ever seen, and there’s flour coating the whole front of her shirt.
“Oh! Connie! Hi!”
She practically comes skidding to a stop and spares me a second of confusion before she hauls Meg to her feet and pulls her into a hug.
“My baby. It’s okay. Dad is going to be okay.”
They stand there in a tight embrace for so long I start to think I should get up and give them a moment, but then Meg turns and motions for me to scooch over on the bench.
She guides her mom to sit down on her other side, and then she twines her fingers through mine again.
I hold on like her hand is the most precious thing in the world.
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CONNIE
I haven’t tried Meg’s famous watermelon salad in four whole years, and it seems to have gotten even better than I remember.
“You’re really obsessed with this stuff, you know?” I tease as she tries to fit the giant container back in the fridge.
“I excel at this stuff,” she corrects as she gives the Tupperware one last shove and presses the fridge door closed.
It pops right back open.
Meg growls and furiously reorganizes some jars before finally getting everything put away.
“Whatever you say.”
Her dad has been in the hospital for the past two days, and her mom is there with him now. I wasn’t expecting to hear from Meg for at least a week while they got things sorted out, but she texted this morning asking if I wanted to come over tonight. The message alert popped up on my phone just as I was arriving at work, delivered from the Montreal number I got from her before I left the hospital.
“Do you want to sit on the porch?” she asks as she stabs a fork into her salad bowl and takes a bite of watermelon.
“That sounds nice.”
We head out and find Emmett occupying the best couch, blasting music so loud through his headphones I can hear the bass all the way from where I’m standing by the door.
“EMMETT!” Meg shrieks, stomping over to nudge his shin with her foot.
He pulls one ear bud out and glares at her. “What?”
“Turn it down or relocate yourself, my dude. Connie and I want to chill.”
He crosses his arms. “I was here first.”
They fire off what looks to be a few very passive-aggressive Makaton signs, which they’ve always had a habit of doing when they’re fighting. I learned a bit of Makaton over the years of knowing Meg, but not much of it seems to have stuck.
“You. Go,” Meg enunciates, signing the words as she does.
“You. Suck,” Emmett counters.
There might be a Makaton sign for suck, but I’m pretty sure it’s not the attempt at snapping in a Z formation Emmett does a few inches away from Meg’s face.
I burst out laughing and drop into the closest armchair. Meg would always get mad at me for ‘taking his side’ when we were younger, but I could never help laughing at Emmett’s hilarious comebacks.
“Connie thinks I’m funny,” he sing-songs.
“Connie is a traitor,” Meg sing-songs right back.
“I’m just diplomatic,” I protest. “There’s plenty of room on the porch, but the volume is maybe slightly loud.”
With one ear bud dangling off him, Emmett’s music is loud enough to function as a portable speaker.
“Fiiiiiine,” he groans before switching the song off. “I’m hungry anyway.”
He stomps off into the house, and I laugh again as Meg takes a seat in the chair next to me.
“I see what you mean about the whole angsty teenager thing.”
“I swear, it gets worse by the day,” she says as she spears some more watermelon with her fork.
“His speech has come a long way, though,” I add.
She switches from pissed to proud in a second, her whole face lighting up as she nods. “Yeah, that little turd works hard. My mom says she still has to drag him to school sometimes, but he’s always been the first one out the door for speech therapy.”
When I first started coming around to Meg’s house in the seventh grade, it shocked me to see her fighting with Emmett and calling him things like ‘little turd.’ Like most people around town, I thought of Down syndrome as something to be cautious about, almost like an illness or an injury.
Emmett’s not sick, though. As Meg likes to say, he’s just a kid with an extra twenty-first chromosome, and he, ‘deserves everything other kids do, like patience, love, and a kick in the ass when he’s being a turd.’
We eat some more salad, keeping ourselves busy with chewing and staring out at the yard as an awkward silence falls.
This might all feel familiar, but we still have a lot left unspoken between us.
Like that night we kissed.
It’s getting harder and harder not to think about it. The more time I spend around her, the more I remember the feeling of her lips on mine.
Her hands in my hair.
The little sigh she made against my mouth, the one I usually never let myself think about unless it’s very late at night and I’ve already tried everything I can to banish it from my mind.
It got easier the longer she was gone, but that first year really did make me think I was going crazy. I couldn’t sleep. I could barely eat. I was already more anxious than I’d ever been in my life, stuck in a town I didn’t want to be in with parents who didn’t want to let me go. My whole life felt like four walls closing in on me faster than I could work to push them back, and then there was that kiss hovering like a shadow above it all.
I liked kissing a girl, maybe even more than I’d ever liked kissing a boy. I knew what that meant, and I knew I didn’t want to deal with it.
That didn’t stop it from wanting to deal with me.
A shudder runs up my spine as I think back on just how bad the year after high school got, the stupid decisions I made, the shame I still feel coiled deep in my stomach.
“Are you cold?” Meg asks, noticing me shiver.
“A little,” I lie.
It’s only seven at night, and the day hasn’t really had time to cool off yet.
“Here.” She gets up and grabs a knitted blanket slung over the back of the couch Emmett was sitting on to toss it at me. I wrap it around my shoulders like a poncho, and the awkward silence falls again.
Meg clears her throat. “Soooo...”
“Soooo...” I echo.
We glance at each other and start laughing.
“Damn.” Meg runs a hand through her choppy hair. “This used to be easier, didn’t it?”
She stares out at the rusty old swing set in the yard, the corners of her mouth lifted in a smile that seems to hold every shade of emotion between happy and sad.
“What did?” I ask, even though I’m pretty sure I know what she means.
She shrugs and chuckles again. “All of it. I just...I think when you’re an angsty teenager like Emmett, everything in your life feels like a problem, but it’s so simple, in a way. You know, like, ‘This sucks,’ or, ‘This makes me so mad,’ or, ‘As soon as I’m old enough to get out of here, I’m never gonna have to deal with this again.’ It feels like the only problem is not having the power to change things, like you could make it all better if people just let you make it better, but then you get older...”
She trails off, and I balance my salad bowl on the arm of my chair before shifting to face her better. “You get older and...?”
She keeps staring out at the yard. “You get older, and you realize it’s never actually like that. It’s never so cut and dry. All the coins you thought had only one side are really, like...decahedrons, and you don’t even know which side you’re on anymore.”
I trace the curves and angles of her face with my eyes and nod. “Yeah, that sounds about right. It all used to be so much easier than this.”
We stay still and silent for a few moments before Meg shakes herself like she’s coming out of a trance. I drop my gaze so she won’t catch me staring, and that’s when I notice the stacks of brightly coloured circlets tied around both her ankles.
“Meg, have you been making friendship bracelets?”
I look up and find her pressing her lips together in sheepish embarrassment. “Uh, maybe.”
“A lot of friendship bracelets,” I tease.
I don’t know how I didn’t spot them sooner. She’s got enough to supply a small hippie festival.
“I’ve been bored!” she protests. “I’m channelling my energy into a productive and soothing hobby.”
I scooch forward in my chair and then bend over so I can get a closer look. “These are really fancy. You remembered a lot.”
She shrugs and shuffles her feet. “I, uh, found our old kit in my closet and kinda got carried away. My first few attempts were not worth wearing.”
I laugh. “I’m sure they’re better than what I could manage.”
She scoffs. “Oh, come on. You were always low-key about it, but we both know you were super smug about making better bracelets than me.”
“I was not smug!”
“You’re also not denying yours were better.”
“Like I said, I’m diplomatic.”
She snorts and almost chokes on the bite of salad she just took, which makes me laugh so hard I’m in danger of knocking my own salad over.
“Sometimes you’re a little turd too, Connie Shipley. You and Emmett should hang out more.”
“Do you think Emmett wants to make friendship bracelets with me?” I joke.
We both laugh at that mental image. I don’t think it would fit with his new attitude as an abrasive teen.
“He definitely does not, but since we’re out here enjoying the evening, what if I went and got the kit? We could see what remains of your skills.”
I can’t tell if she’s kidding, but as soon as she suggests it, I realize there’s nothing I’d rather be doing. In this moment, there’s really nowhere I’d rather be than on Meg Doyle’s porch, eating watermelon salad and making friendship bracelets.
“I’d love that.”
Some of the lightness between us fades. All the heavy we’re holding off keeps finding ways to sink back into place.
Meg dips her chin in a nod. “I’d love it too.”
She gets up and tells me she’ll be right back before disappearing into the house. She emerges a few moments later with the dark green fishing tackle box we converted into a bracelet making kit.
“I can’t believe you still have this,” I say as she drags a side table over to place in front of our chairs. I shuffle mine in closer.
“You never know when you’re going to need an emergency friendship bracelet kit.”
She sits down and opens the box in the middle of the table. The glass and plastic beads in a few of the compartments make a clacking sound, and the spools of embroidery thread in every shade of the rainbow look like rare treasures gathered from the earth and the sea.
“Let the games begin.” Meg cracks her knuckles and reaches for a spool, using the tiny pair of scissors in the kit to cut off a piece of thread.
I select three colours of my own. Some of the steps from a simple pattern return from whatever corner of my mind they’ve been hiding out in all these years. I tie the ends of all three strands into a knot and then poke the end of a safety pin from the kit through it. I pin the whole thing to the arm of my chair. That will be my anchor point for working on the bracelet.
“Look at you go,” Meg comments.
“Ha. We’ll see how this turns out.”
It takes a few tries to get it right, but eventually I’m working the strands into the pattern I was going for.
Meg is deep in the bracelet zone, but her head jerks up when her phone vibrates on the table. I see her forehead crease as she lunges for the phone and swipes at the screen, but her face smoothes out a second later.
“Was it your mom?” I ask.
She shakes her head. “No, but she’s on her way home. She wanted to share the news when she got here, but she said it’s mostly good.”
“That’s great to hear!”
So far, all we know is that Meg’s dad has a pretty serious concussion and some kind of neck injury the doctors are finalizing a treatment plan for, but he’s going to fully recover and should be coming home soon.
“Yeah.” She goes back to working on her bracelet, but her shoulders are hunched and tight.
“How...how are you doing with it all?” I ask. I’m not sure how personal we’re supposed to get with each other.
“I’m glad he’ll be okay. I definitely...I thought it would be much, much worse based on how he looked when I found him. I just can’t forget that, you know? It’s been hard to sleep. I keep seeing it.”
“Oh, Meg.” I rest my hand on her arm without thinking, but she doesn’t flinch or pull away. “I can’t even imagine going through that.”
“I hope you never have to.”
She gives me a sad smile, and I turn back to my bracelet when she starts working on hers. A moment of silence passes before I find the courage to speak again.
“You know—and please don’t take this the wrong way—but if it’s keeping you from sleeping and stuff, I’d really recommend finding someone to talk to. You know, professionally. I...I have someone.” I feel my cheeks heat, and I stop to clear my throat. “A therapist. I have a therapist, and it’s really helped. I mean, even if you just want a one-off thing with someone, I—I recommend it.”
I stare down at the floorboards and try to get my breathing under control. I’m not ashamed of getting therapy, but I’ve never said the words out loud to anyone but my parents. Discussing it with them hasn’t exactly been the best introduction to being open about my mental health.
Meg doesn’t say anything for a moment, and my face starts getting even hotter.
“You have a therapist?” she finally asks.
I nod and don’t take my eyes off the floor.
“Connie, that’s great. I’m...I’m really happy for you. That’s amazing.”
“Really?” I look up, blinking away my shock.
“Yeah.” Meg bobs her head, her smile wide and bright. “That’s so great, and that’s honestly a great suggestion. I thought I should just get over it, but I guess we are talking about possibly one of the most traumatic things to happen to me everrrrr.”
I laugh at the way she shrugs and says the last part in a sing-song voice. It’s so Meg. She could always take the big problems and make me feel even bigger than them.
Her phone starts buzzing again, dancing across the table as it vibrates in a few quick, successive blasts.
“These crazy bitches,” she mutters, but she’s smiling as she looks at the screen.
I don’t want to pry, but she must see my curiosity spelt out on my face when she puts the phone down.
“Hayley Kiyoko dropped a new music video like a week ago, and the sapphic department of my Hot Thots group chat is still going off about it,” she explains.
“Oh,” I say, nodding like I understand even though she’s basically speaking a different language.
Her life is so different now, filled with the people and places we both dreamed of finding someday. We always said there was a place for us somewhere far away from Chapel Creek, and it makes me feel like crying with something between joy and sorrow to know Meg found it for herself.
“I haven’t heard of Hayley...?” I admit. I already forget the rest of the singer’s name.
“Kiyoko,” Meg finishes for me, “and damn, really? I mean I guess she’s not like a household name, but I thought maybe...”
She trails off and then shakes her head like she’s clearing a thought away.
“Anyways, you should check her out. She’s great. She came to Montreal to play at Osheaga one summer and our whole group went. It was ah-maaaaazing.”
“What’s your favourite song of hers?”
The enraptured look on Meg’s face as she talks about the concert has me wanting to whip my own phone out and jot down all her recommendations, but I try to play it cool instead.
“Hmmm.” She taps her chin, right over the faint little cleft that’s like an echo of the stronger shape of her dad’s. She went through a period of hating her chin with a passion at the start of high school, but I’ve always found it so cute and unique. “I’m not tooootally sure. Her big thing is music videos, so with that in mind...I think ‘Gravel to Tempo’ is my favourite.”
“Gravel to Tempo?”
“Yep, that’s probably my top song and video.” Her fingers have edged back over to her phone, and she taps the back of her blue ombre case. “Do you...?”
“I’d love to hear it,” I cut in when she hesitates, “and see it.”
We both chuckle as she pulls up the video and uses the bracelet kit as a makeshift phone stand. I make it through the first thirty seconds of the song before I glance at Meg, and once I do, I can’t stop looking between her and the screen.
She reminds me of the singer, who also stars in the video. They’ve both got bleached blonde hair, and I can picture Meg wearing her oversized jean jacket and baggy shorts.
The video is set in a high school, with the singer playing a loner outcast type who spends her day avoiding a clique of judgemental popular girls. I actually laugh out loud when the chorus hits and the singer decides to turn the tables by breaking out into a hilarious dance routine during a hallway face-off with the popular crowd.
Meg laughs too, her face stretched into a grin as she watches the screen with so much focus I don’t even see her blink. Her eyes track the movements on the screen like she’s watching a magic trick unfold, caught up in the wonder of seeing the world’s rules get broken.
“Oh, this is the best part!” she says, and I look back at the screen to see Hayley Kiyoko is now sexily crawling across the popular girls’ cafeteria table while they stare at her with shocked faces. “Look, see, this one girl is actually so into her. The internet has named her Headphones Girl, and everyone ships her and Hayley.”
Meg points at the screen as Hayley grabs the headphones the girl has around her neck to pull her closer for a moment, and I have to agree: she is so into her.
I squeeze my hands together in my lap as the video keeps playing. I can’t look at Meg anymore. It’s like a switch has flipped, and now instead of being former best friends sitting around making bracelets, we’re two people who kissed a long time ago and haven’t talked about it since.
I start picturing it before I can stop myself: Meg in front of me, cupping the back of my neck to pull my face closer to hers just like in the video. My thighs twitch under the table, and I can’t stop wondering what might happen next.
It’s the same wondering that drove me crazy after she left, the one that left me spinning into bad decisions as I questioned everything I thought I knew about who I was.
I jump in my seat when the song ends and Meg reaches for her phone.
“So that’s Hayley Kiyoko,” she says as she turns to me. She freezes as soon as her gaze lands on my face, and then her head tilts to the side. “You good?”
Her voice is softer now. It’s too soft, like silk or plush carpets or anything else I want to run my fingers through as badly as I want to touch her hair.
“Oh. Yeah. Mhmm,” I stammer. “I, uh, liked it. A lot. It was great.”
I’m not sure if she’s moved, but she seems closer all of a sudden.
“I’m glad you liked it.”
I try not to, but I still drop my eyes to her lips for a second.
I’ve had those lips on mine. I’ve tasted her.
I liked it.
“Connie—”
The squeak of the door flinging open makes us both flinch. I look over to find Meg’s mom, Peggy, stepping out onto the porch.
“There you are, Meg! And oh, hi Connie. I forgot Meg said you were here.”
I wave and say hello as she drops onto the couch, letting out a groan like she hasn’t sat still all day. It’s weird to hear other people calling Meg Meg, but I’ve noticed the way she tenses up every time someone calls her Megan, and I’m glad the nickname makes her happy.
My heart is still pounding from whatever Peggy just interrupted, and I try to take a few deep breaths as subtly as I can.
“You okay, Mom?” Meg asks.
“Just tired,” she answers, “but what else is new?”
“Did you...” Meg swallows and sets her jaw like she’s bracing for bad news. “Did you get any news from the doctors?”
I look between them and wonder if I should give them some privacy. I clear my throat and start to offer to head home, but Peggy waves me off.
“Stay, Connie. I know it’s been a while, but you don’t just stop being an honorary Doyle, you know.”
My chest gets all warm at her words, and part of me wants to jump out of my chair to give her a hug. Growing up, the Doyles’ house often felt more like a home to me than my own house.
“The good news is he’s coming home tomorrow,” she begins.
Meg sighs and slumps against the back of her chair. “And the bad news?”
“We’re on a longer road to recovery than we thought. He’ll be in a neck brace for at least five weeks, and of course with the severity of the concussion they want him avoiding screens, stress, physical activity, and basically anything other than sitting around watching the world go by for several weeks too. He shouldn’t work at all with the brace, but of course he’s already talking about getting back into the shop. That’s going to be the hardest part of all this: keeping that man out of that store.”
She shakes her head and laughs, but I can hear the strain and exhaustion under the sound.
“To be honest,” she continues, “I’m not sure what we’ll do about the store. We can’t afford to close for a few weeks—not that Malcolm would ever let us anyway—but he runs so much of it himself, I’m not sure how it will work without him. The staff can handle the day to day, but the orders and the paperwork and everything else he does in that little office...Even if I could figure it out, I told work I would take some weeks of full time now that I’m not driving Emmett to school every day. I suppose I could change my schedule, although Monique will have my head...”
She continues verbally processing the whole thing, and I look over to see Meg gripping the arms of her chair so tight her knuckles have gone pale. She’s breathing hard, and I’m about to ask what’s wrong before she closes her eyes for a second and then interrupts her mom.
“I’ll do it.”
Peggy cuts off the floodgate of information. “Sorry, honey, what was that?”
Meg takes a shaky breath. “I can do it. I can cover the store. I remember a lot from all my summers there, and Dad can explain enough for me to figure the rest out.”
“Oh, Megan. Sorry, Meg.” Peggy gives Meg a grateful smile but shakes her head. “You don’t need to do that, sweetie. You’ve got a job and an apartment to find. You said you might head back for a couple days to see some places next week, right?”
“Yeah, I...I did.” Meg sounds like every word is being dragged out of her. “But this is way more important, and let’s face it, I don’t exactly have other commitments at the moment. I want to help, Mom. We’re a family.”
“Honey, that is so sweet, but really, you don’t have to do it unless you’re sure.”
Meg doesn’t hesitate to nod. “I’m sure.”
Five weeks.
It’s incredibly messed up to be excited about Meg’s dad being stuck in a neck brace and confined to the house for five whole weeks, but there’s no other way to describe the way the flutter in my chest beats its wings as I imagine five whole weeks of life with Meg in town.
That doesn’t mean I can ignore how pained she looks about the arrangement. I think back to her face when she was watching the music video, and I realize it wasn’t just me who saw the similarities. She saw herself on that screen too. I may have never felt like I fit in here, but I’ve also never been brave enough to declare myself different the way Meg has. She must feel the weight of being different every day she’s back here.
“I can help.”
Both Meg and her mom give me confused looks.
“I do a lot of behind the scenes work at the resort,” I explain. “It’s mostly for events, but I’m sure some of it would be similar to running a store. I’m pretty good with budgets and spreadsheets, and my boss calls me the invoice queen.”
I expect them to join me in laughing, but Meg’s mom looks like she’s about to tear up, and Meg is staring at me like I’ve just offered her a lifeline out of hell.
“Really?” she asks. “You’d do that?”
“Of course.” I spread my hands out to show it’s no big deal. “Someone told me you don’t just stop being an honorary Doyle.”
This time they do laugh, and Meg’s mom gets up to give us each a mildly suffocating hug. Meg complains her ribs are breaking, but I wish Peggy would hold on even longer when she lets go. I’ve always loved her hugs.
“You girls are the best, you know that?” She straightens up and puts her hair into its bun again. “How about I go get us some big girl juice? I’ve got pink wine.”
“Mom, it’s called rose,” Meg replies, “and big girl juice just sounds creepy.”
Her mom flicks her on the head. “Pink wine is more fun to say, you little skamp. I’ll be right back with glasses.”
She heads inside, and Meg turns to me.
“You know, you really don’t have to help. Thank you for offering, though.”
I shake my head. “No arguing. I’m helping. I...I know this isn’t exactly the summer you wanted. It’s the least I can do.”
She watches me for a moment, staring for so long I’m scared I’m going to glance at her lips again, but then she looks down to start working on her bracelet.
“It’s not the summer I wanted,” she agrees, “but who knows? Maybe it will be a good one anyway.”
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MEG
“Hello? Anyone in here?”
Pat’s voice reaches me from the front of the store, and I turn to yell over my shoulder where I’m dusting some shelves in the bait section.
“Back here!”
He appears a few seconds later, dressed in a plaid shirt and some dad-like cargo shorts with his green Doyle’s baseball cap on. He even has a handwritten nametag clipped to his shirt. It’s definitely not part of the non-existent shop uniform, which leads me to believe he made it himself.
“Greetings, Pat,” I say as I get down off the shiny new step ladder with extra strong rubber grip pads my mom drove forty minutes to get at the nearest Wal-Mart.
It’s been almost a week since the accident, and I still haven’t gotten rid of the old ladder. I haven’t been inside the bait supply closet at all. Pat let me know it’s all cleaned up in there. I need to tell him to toss the ladder in the nearest dumpster, but even talking about it makes my stomach twist and my throat close up.
“Here.” Pat closes the distance between us and holds out his hand, which I’ve just noticed is clutching a haphazard bouquet of wildflowers. “I, uh, picked these for you. Oh, and for your dad.”
I don’t know which is weirder: Pat gathering flowers for me or for my father, but I take them anyway. It is pretty sweet.
“Aww thanks, Pat. These are so nice. I’ll bring them home for him.”
The arrangement of sunny black-eyed Susans, delicate Queen Anne’s lace, and purplish-blue cornflowers reminds me of the picnic grounds by the lake. I’ve been home for over two weeks, and I still haven’t been out on the lake yet.
It feels weird to go without my dad.
“How is the old man?”
The flowers were cute, but Pat calling my dad ‘the old man’ like he really is his son-in-law is definitely weird.
“He’s holding up okay.” I stare at a little aphid hopping along one of the white bunches of Queen Anne’s lace. “He hates being stuck at the house, but my mom’s keeping him in check.”
Pat nods. “Glad to hear it.”
A thought strikes me all of a sudden, and I blurt it out before I can think it over too much. “You should come by and see him.”
Pat’s eyes go wide. “Really?”
“Mhmm. Maybe in a week or so when he’s not such a mess, but I think it would really cheer him up to see you.”
If only my high school self could see me now: inviting Pat ‘the Pervert’ over for a chat with my father.
“That would be awesome, Meg! It already feels weird not having him around the store.”
“Yeah...”
We’re getting dangerously close to discussing the accident, and that’s not something I can handle here in this room, so I walk over to the display rack of fishing hats embroidered with cheesy slogans and pretend I’m organizing them with the flowers still clutched in my hand.
“You’re good to cover the cash?” I ask. “Connie is coming over to help with some of the office stuff soon. I think she just finished work, so I’ll be busy upstairs with her doing that.”
The main supply room for the store is very inconveniently located on the building’s small second storey, along with my dad’s cramped and Hoarders-worthy office.
Connie and I will soon be sitting in that tiny office. Together.
Very close together.
It’s the first time I’ll be seeing her since we made friendship bracelets on my porch and maybe, possibly had a moment.
“Connie Shipley?” Pat asks.
“Yeah.” I doubt there’s another Connie within a three town radius from here, but people always feel the need to tack on her last name like she’s a celebrity, which I guess she sort of is. “I told you she’s helping with some of the office stuff, right?”
“Oh yeah, I think you mentioned it. That will be fun.”
Pat whistles as he heads back to the front of the store to punch in and start manning the cash register. I finish straightening the already straight hats and decide if I’m going to be spending most of the summer here, I might as well look the part.
“Women want me, fish fear me,” I read off the navy blue hat in my hand. I slip it onto my head.
A few customers make their way through the store while I wait for Connie. Every tinkle of the bell above the front door has me running over like a Pavlovian dog waiting for a treat. When she does finally walk through the door, I still stop dead in my tracks and stare like I’m the head groupie of the Connie Shipley Fan Club.
She’s wearing these black capri slacks that are tight in all the right places. A shimmery sleeveless blouse almost the exact same colour as the cornflowers in Pat’s bouquet is tucked into her waistband, and half her hair is up in a ponytail while the rest flows down her back.
She really is big city pretty. Montreal is famous for having a plethora of beautiful women, but I’ve never met anyone who comes close to her.
“Oh, hey!” She smiles when she sees me, and I take a few steps closer, like a moth headed straight for a bright light.
“You look nice,” I blurt before I can stop myself.
“Oh, thanks.” She lets out a cute little laugh and drops her gaze to smooth down the front of her pants. “Work clothes. I could probably get away with wearing leggings every day. I don’t even leave the office unless we’re running an event, but my parents would kill me if I showed up at the resort in anything less casual than this.”
“No way you could wear leggings every day,” I tease, trying to distract myself from the little thrill I felt from seeing her react to my compliment. “I know you secretly love looking fancy.”
“I do like nice clothes,” she admits. “I just like them more when they feel like...me.”
Her parents have always been trying to make her into someone else. The few times we went over to her house as teenagers, I always thought they were about to start laughing and announce they were playing a prank on me. I couldn’t believe people really had sticks that far up their asses. If Connie so much as breathed the wrong way, they let her know about it.
I’m pretty sure my entire existence was a stain on the family image. Even though Connie was always too polite to admit it, I think they only accepted our friendship because they were glad Connie had a friend, even if I wasn’t the ideal friend. Sometimes I’d wonder if the constant pressure of being shoved into a little box shaped like a perfect daughter was part of the reason Connie got so anxious in the first place.
“Your hat is funny.”
I pull myself out of my thoughts and find Connie looking at the embroidered letters on the front of the fishing hat I’m still wearing. I read too much into the moment and wonder what she’s really thinking about a hat that says women want me.
“Forgot I had that on.” I reach up and tap the tip of the visor. “I stole it from the rack in the back. Pat is going to have to tackle me if I try to leave the shop with it.”
“Actually, Meg, I think of myself as a pacifist.”
I glance over my shoulder at the sound of Pat’s reply and realize he’s been at the cash register this whole time. Connie is still standing just inside the doorway. There could be crowds of people trying to get in the store, and I wouldn’t have noticed at all.
The whole world has less of a hold on me when she’s around.
“That’s...good to know, Pat. I’ll pay with my employee discount before I leave.”
Him and Connie exchange a greeting, and then I lead the way through the discrete door that takes us up the staircase to the second floor. Most of the walls have been knocked down to turn it all into one storage space filled with crates, boxes, and a couple extra fridges. My dad’s office is the only separated room, and it’s stuffed with countless fishing-themed oddities, broken rods he swears he’s going to fix someday but never does, bits of scrap paper, and a tiny desk shoved somewhere in there too.
“Hopefully we can find everything we need,” I say as I bend to gather some old envelopes off the floor. Connie follows me inside, and there’s only enough space to keep a couple feet of distance between us.
“The password is meganemmett,” I say, pointing at the outdated desktop computer. “All one word, no capitals.”
“That’s sweet.” Connie sits down in the creaky old office chair and types it in. “Do you want a chair too?”
“I think the room might collapse if we try to fit anything else inside. I’m fine to stand.”
I cross my arms over my chest and lean against the edge of the desk, pretending I’m fascinated by the spreadsheets she’s already pulled up when really I’m fighting the urge to lean over and smell her hair.
If I’m being perfectly honest, I want to lean over and kiss her. I want to hear her gasp when she feels my hand on her cheek. I want to tilt her chin up and take her mouth with mine.
I want to do things we definitely can’t do in my dad’s office.
“This is very old school,” she says as she scrolls through a few files, “but I think with that list of instructions your dad gave you, it should be pretty easy. The main concern is keeping on top of the orders, right?”
“Uh...”
I blink a few times as my brain catches on the words ‘on top.’
“Right,” I say without being totally sure what I’m agreeing with.
“Great.” She’s still looking at the screen as she motions for me to come closer. “Can you look at these and tell me if they match up with what your dad was talking about?”
I do what she says, and all I accomplish is getting closer to the flowery smell of her hair. The words in front of me are just black squiggles with no meaning. I can’t even read when I’m this close to her.
“Meg?”
I glance sideways and see we’re almost cheek to cheek. I have one hand flat on the desk and the other gripping the back of her chair for balance.
Her eyes have gone all big and wide, the cool white glow from the computer screen reflecting in their warm brown.
I really could kiss her. We’re so close it wouldn’t take much.
“Connie...”
Her lips part as her gaze drops to my mouth. I tighten my grip on the chair.
I want her.
But then she clears her throat and turns her head away fast enough to get whiplash. Her whole body leans away from mine. If I wasn’t holding the chair, she’d be rolling across the room.
“So yeah,” she says, her voice flat, “maybe you could just hand me the list he gave you?”
I let go of the chair like it’s burned me and straighten up, my face heating as my vision swims.
I’m such an idiot.
If I don’t get a fucking grip on myself, I’m going to end up trying something she clearly isn’t interested in and leaving us both embarrassed. I keep looking for moments between us when I should be focusing on the fact that all she’s said she wants is to be friends again.
“For sure,” I say as I start digging around the papers clustered on top of a low bookshelf. I know I put my dad’s list there somewhere.
I catch sight of his scratchy handwriting after a moment and hand it to her. I can’t even look at her face. I know mine is probably bright red. Our fingertips brush when she takes the paper, and I expect her to flinch or recoil.
She doesn’t. She keeps holding the paper right where it is, even after I let go.
“Thank you,” she murmurs.
I risk looking at her, and she watches me with an expression I can’t figure out before laying the paper down beside the keyboard and bending her head over it to read.
One second she’s literally trying to roll her chair away from me, and the next she’s holding me in a lingering stare that makes my blood rush and my breath stop.
My dad’s not going to be the only one to collapse in this store if we keep this up.
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MEG
“Malcolm! What did the doctor say about screens?”
My mom stalks over and snatches my dad’s phone right out of his hands where he’s sitting on the tartan couch in our living room.
Where my parents found a tartan couch and why they decided to buy it, I will never know.
“I was checking the weather!” he protests. “I want to know what the lake will be like tonight.”
“You don’t need to know what the lake will be like. You aren’t leaving this house.” She crosses over to the arm chair I’m sitting in and dumps his phone in my lap. “I’m finally getting out to do some groceries, so Meg will guard your phone while I’m gone.”
“I’ll do my best,” I joke as I set the phone down on a side table.
My mom heads out to join Emmett, who’s already waiting in the car. The first traces of evening are starting to show through the living room window as an orange glow filters into the slanting sunrays.
“The fish will be feeding now,” my dad muses as he stares out at the yard.
He looks better than he did when he first came home, but he’s still a mess. The stitches sealing up his forehead have a Frankenstein effect, and the facial bruising from his fall has faded from a bright purple to a mottled green. I still can’t get used to the sight of him in a neck brace. Every time I walk into the living room and find him sitting there with the black plastic and fabric contraption fastened to him, my brain takes me right back to the supply closet in the shop.
It’s the same place I go most nights after I’ve fallen asleep.
I’ve taken Connie’s advice to heart, and I know I should talk to someone, but it’s a difficult thing to plan when I’m not sure how long I’m going to be living here.
“It’d be a beautiful night to get out in the boat,” he croaks. He sounds groggy all the time; his painkillers have totally thrown off his sleep schedule.
“You trying to wear me down already, Dad?”
He chuckles and does his best to shrug. “Just sayin’.”
“Should we put a podcast on to distract you? Perhaps something fishing-themed?”
“Hmm.” He taps his fingers against the arm of the couch. “Maybe some music?”
“That sounds great.” I jump to my feet. “I’ll even be extra nice and put some Creedence Clearwater on.”
I head to the kitchen, where our clunky stereo from the early 2000’s sits on a shelf surrounded by haphazard piles of CDs. I spot the familiar cover art for Green River and pop the disc out of the case before firing up the stereo.
“Good choice.” My dad taps one of his heels to the beat as I drop into my chair again.
We sit like that for the whole first song, my dad’s eyes on the window as he most likely visualizes all the fish he isn’t catching tonight. I let the music work its magic on me, pulling me out of the present and back into long summer afternoons spent running around the shop as a kid. I focus on the good, on the hazy heat and the sweetness of melted candy bars my dad gave me right off the shelves. I let the dread and uncertainty of the present slide right off me for a few moments.
“Something’s up with you, Megan.” My dad’s voice is quiet, but it still jolts me out of my dream state.
“I prefer Meg now,” I remind him, but there’s no edge to my voice. The guy has a major concussion; I can cut him some slack about my name.
“Yes, right. Sorry, honey. Your mom and I haven’t been great about that, have we?”
I shrug. “It’s okay. I know it’s an adjustment.”
It still feels like a little pin poking my chest every time they forget.
“That’s what Connie always called you, right? I remember that. Then Emmett started it too.”
I nod.
“Is there a reason you don’t like Megan anymore?”
Nobody’s really asked me that—not my mom, not any Montreal friends, not even Connie herself. I guess it’s not a huge enough change to prompt an inquiry, but it erases some of the pinpricks in my chest to have him care enough to wonder.
“I mean, I don’t hate it,” I begin. “It’s still my name. I’m not going to be filing to change all my ID or anything. I just...when I moved to Montreal, I wanted to be...different?”
I pause and then shake my head. That doesn’t sound right.
“Not different, actually. I just wanted to feel more...like me. Meg felt more like me.”
He watches me for so long I start squirming in my seat, but he just sits there tapping his foot to the music, as calm as ever.
“It wasn’t easy, was it? Growing up here?”
“Dad...”
I wring my hands and consider getting up to hug him. I hate the pained expression that’s taken over his face, like he thinks it’s his fault.
It was never my parents’ fault. I know they both did their best. It was going to be difficult to grow up in a small town as a closeted lesbian with a little brother who has Down syndrome no matter what my parents did.
“I just never felt like I was only me,” I try to explain. “I was always Malcolm Doyle’s kid, or Emmett’s sister, or Connie’s friend, or...or ‘that weird girl who’s probably gay’, but when I was Meg, I was just...me.”
He nods a few times. “When you were with Connie.”
I walked right into that one.
“Uh, yeah.” I do that scratching-the-back-of-your-neck thing people do when they’re trying to act casual even though it’s such an obviously not casual thing to do.
“How are things going with her at the shop, by the way?”
I fight off the barrage of images that brings forth. So far, Connie’s handful of visits to the shop have left me even more confused than ever. I sweat through the side by side sessions in the tiny office where she avoids any kind of physical contact between us. During those times, the message is clear as day: she doesn’t want anything more than our friendship back.
Then there are the other times, like when she snatched the ‘women want me’ hat I’ve taken to wearing at the shop every day and put it on to ask if I think women want her too. There was the time we sat on the shop’s front steps with popsicles from the freezer and clearly kept looking at each other’s tongues as we licked the orange Creamsicles. There was the time she reached over and tucked a piece of hair behind my ear one night as she was leaving, just to blush so hard her whole face turned pink. She laughed it off by saying I need a haircut.
“It’s uh, good,” I answer when I realize I’ve been silent for way too long. “Connie is really good at handling the orders and invoices and stuff. You should try to poach her from the resort.”
He chuckles. “I don’t think anyone would leave a desk job at the Shipley Resort for my salary and dusty closet of an office.”
“I don’t know. She’d probably love to get away from there, to be honest.”
She’s talked a bit about her job, just offhand comments here and there. She’s clearly good at it, and it seems like she enjoys some of the work itself, but I can’t imagine that working under the shadow of your family name at the one place you spent your entire adolescence waiting to escape is a great thing to wake up and face every day.
“How are you two getting along? It’s nice to know you’re spending time together after all these years. She was a good kid.”
He’s back to staring out the window now. I start to lie and come up with some generic statement about us doing great, but I let myself trail off before I finish.
“To tell you the truth,” I start over after a pumping myself up enough to get the words out, “I don’t really know. It’s weird. Sometimes it feels like we’re best friends again, like the past four years didn’t even happen, but sometimes I realize what a huge gap there is between us, and I don’t...I don’t really know what she wants out of this, you know?”
He raises an eyebrow. “Have you asked her?”
Leave it to my dad to go right for the simple and direct solution. He’s annoyingly good at making complicated things seem simple—or at least like they should be simple.
I lean my head back enough to rest against the wall behind my chair. “I don’t know how to do that. It’s just...it’s weird.”
I can’t exactly tell him that what I really want clarity on is the homoerotic undertones of half her interactions with me.
“Mhmm.” My dad slows his foot tapping down to half time. “Life is indeed weird.”
I burst out laughing, and he cracks a smile.
“You know what you should do?” he asks, holding up a finger like he’s been struck with inspiration.
“What should I do, Dad?”
“You should go out in the boat.”
I blink. “The boat?”
“Yep. Right now. This is not a night to be missed. You should grab some gear and head out there.”
I snort. “You’re just trying to live vicariously through me, aren’t you?”
He does his best to look innocent. “Well, there’s that, but more importantly, the fish might have some answers for you.”
This time I laugh so hard I clutch my stomach.
“Really, Dad?” I choke out between gasps. “The fish might have some answers for me? How hard did you hit your head?”
He pretends to be offended. “Meg Marion Doyle, are you disrespecting your old man? I’m being totally serious here. When I need to work something out, I head out with my line and my paddle, and I just...listen.”
“To the fish,” I say with a final snort. “Do they speak English? Do they sing?”
He makes a show out of rolling his eyes. “Not literally, you smart ass. It’s just a good place to think.”
My laughter fades, and I nod as I think back on all the times we’d sit watching our lines together, drifting around on calm, clear water. As a kid, it’s where I learned how to be still.
“I know what you mean,” I tell him.
“I know you do.” He motions to the front door. “So why don’t you head out there?”
I think about it for a couple seconds, and that’s all it takes for me to agree.
I get everything packed up in a matter of minutes. We store the canoe in a community boat house down by the lake, but we keep the paddles and all our fishing stuff here. I grab a few basic supplies for some catch and release, shoving it all into the beat-up little Honda we keep around for times when we need a second car.
I jog back into the house to say goodbye to my dad. I put my arms around him, careful not to upset his neck, and tell him I’m going to miss him out there tonight.
“Whenever you’re there, I’m there too,” he says as he pats me on the back.
I have to turn away fast and swipe at the sudden tears burning my eyes.
I give my phone a final glance after I’m buckled into the driver’s side and find a new text from Connie. I haven’t seen her since the last time she helped out at the store two nights ago. She’s asking what I’m up to.
It’s a normal text to send to a friend. It doesn’t have to mean anything more, but my heart still speeds up. I tap out a reply letting her know I’m going out on the lake to ‘listen to the fish because my dad told me to.’
She sends a few laughing emojis, and I’m about to pull out of the driveway when a second message comes through.
Can I come with you?
I stare at the words on the screen, my breath lodged somewhere in my throat. I start typing before I can think better of it, and a couple texts later, I’m headed to Connie’s house to pick her up.
“Just going fishing with my friend,” I mutter as I wind my way up the road. I start humming Creedence Clearwater, and there’s a slightly manic tinge to the sound.
Habit guides me all the way to Connie’s place without having to think about the route—not that there are many routes to think about when it comes to Chapel Creek. I’ve only been inside her family’s place a handful of times, but I’ve picked her up and dropped her off enough to be an honorary Shipley chauffeur.
I turn into the driveway and make my way past the tree line up to the house. The place is straight out of a Country Living magazine, the lawns on either side of me immaculate and the asphalt under the tires smooth enough to make me wonder how often they re-pave it.
I pull up in front of the two door garage and cut the engine, marvelling at the renovations that have been put in since the last time I was here. They still have their big country porch, but they’ve added some cement retaining walls and other modern touches into the landscaping. A bunch of the windows have been re-done to mimic the floor-to-ceiling contemporary style so many of my professors at McGill loved.
I love it too. If Connie’s parents weren’t so freaking terrifying, I’d ring the doorbell and ask who their architect was.
I’m about to text Connie when one of the garage doors starts rolling up and she ducks underneath it. I forgot their front entrance is so formal they hardly ever use it. Connie’s wearing a plain white t-shirt and the same flowy pair of shorts she had on that day we made friendship bracelets. Her hair is pulled up into a high ponytail, highlighting the miracle of symmetry that is her bone structure.
“Hey,” she says, sliding into the front seat with a wide smile on her face.
I realize I’m smiling too. “Hey.”
She smoothes down the front of her shorts. “Thanks for letting me join you. I know it was pretty random.”
“I’m glad you asked.” I turn the key in the ignition, and she pulls her seatbelt on. “It’s nice to have company.”
The whole car smells like her shampoo, and I notice her hair is still a little damp.
“Since when are you a night shower-er?” I ask, filling the air with heated awareness that I know her well enough to remember what time of day she usually showers and realize she was naked and dripping wet not too long ago.
She stares straight ahead at the line in the middle of the road as we head down to the lake, like she’s as hesitant to meet my eyes as I am to meet hers.
“I was doing yoga just before I texted you.”
I ease the car down a dip in the highway and then turn onto the short dirt road that leads to the little inlet where the boathouse sits.
“Since when do you do yoga?”
She lets out a soft laugh. “Since a while, actually. My therapist recommended it when we first started seeing each other. I was...not doing well at the time, and it actually really helped.”
She seems like she’s put a lot of work into herself. From what she’s hinted at, I gather things got even worse for her after I left, but unless she’d mentioned it, I wouldn’t have been able to tell. She seems light years ahead of her teenage self when it comes to managing her anxiety.
“My friend Gaia took me to a few of their yoga classes in Montreal,” I tell her. “They’re really into that hot yoga thing. I tried to stick with it, but honestly, I couldn’t keep up with the cost of laundry. I got drenched with sweat every time, and I wasn’t going to invest in a set of Lululemon for every day of the week like those crazy yogi people, Gaia included.”
Connie laughs. “I’m trying to imagine you in even one set of Lululemon, and I just can’t.”
“Yeah.” I grin at her. “I’m not really the type.”
I park the car on the patch of flattened dirt that serves as a parking lot, but neither of us moves to get out.
“It’s so cool that you’ve been to a class,” she says. “I’ve thought about driving to one in Peterborough, but I never get around to it. I’ve only ever done yoga on my own.”
“That honestly sounds like it could be really nice,” I answer. “We had to make all these weird sounds at ours, and the guy beside me got way too into this thing called lion’s breath. I shit you not, he was on his back making, like, sexy paw gestures in the air.”
I lift one of my hands and swipe at the air like a cat batting its claws at someone, and Connie giggles.
It’s way too cute.
“That does sound pretty distracting.”
A lock of her hair falls forward over her shoulder, and she flicks it back in place before reaching up to tighten her ponytail. The top of her white v-neck dips down even lower than it already goes.
We need to get out of this car.
Now.
“Shall we?”
I don’t wait for her answer before I let myself out and start grabbing stuff off the back seat. I brought a rod for Connie, but I doubt she’ll use it. A running joke around Chapel Creek is that people here can either fish or ski but never both. I get on a pair of skis about once a winter before embarrassing myself in front of the whole town and vowing to spend the rest of the cold months in the lodge, but I can cast like nobody’s business.
Connie, meanwhile, has been skiing black diamonds since she was twelve but has a tendency to scream and drop her rod whenever she gets a fish to bite, which isn’t often.
She offers to carry the paddles, and we dump everything on the ramshackle dock next to the sagging shed we all call a boathouse. Only a few local families use this place. There are fancy beaches and a little members-only marina down by the resort, but this old rickety dock and patch of rocky shore surrounded by bulrushes is where all my adventures out on the lake have started.
The waves lap at the shore, and a few crickets are chirping nearby. I dig the boathouse keys out of my backpack and get the clunky old padlock open. The smell of cedar and musk hits my nose. There’s no lamp inside, but the little glass window at the back illuminates the racks housing a few canoes and kayaks along the walls.
Connie steps into the boathouse behind me, and we heave my family’s dark green canoe off its rack together. The thing has been re-painted about a million times, and the ridge along the bottom has been patched up with several rounds of fibreglass.
We grunt and pant our way outside until we can flip the boat right side up and slide it into the lake. I keep hold of the string tied to the front and guide the canoe until it’s flush with the side of the dock.
“You getting in first?” I ask Connie.
“I hope I don’t die,” she says as she places one tentative foot in the boat. “I haven’t been in a canoe in forever.”
After some wobbly manoeuvring and a shriek from us both, she gets herself settled on one of the wooden seats without falling in the lake. She grips the dock to keep the boat in place, and I load up all our gear before taking the rear seat so I can steer.
“Off we go!” I say like a total dork before shoving us away with my paddle and easing into my first stroke.
I haven’t been in a canoe in a while either, but my muscles fall into the rhythm of paddling like I was born in this boat. Connie’s back is to me, and I see her shoulder blades shift under her shirt as she paddles too. The wind is in our favour, and I can smell pine trees on the slight breeze as it carries us into the wide expanse of the lake. It’s not huge by Canadian lake standards, but you can’t see the far side from here, and a convenient curve of the shoreline keeps this spot shielded from the bustle of the Shipley Resort and the marina.
I let the drip-drop of water sliding off my paddle fill the silence between us as I lay it across my knees. Connie glances back at me and then does the same, leaving us drifting on the small waves.
“Do you want to fish too?” I ask.
“Ha!” she barks. “I think you know the answer to that.”
I smile as I start getting my line set up. It’s probably too windy to bother with fishing, but I need something to keep me busy.
“You can turn around,” I say as I double-check my hook. “We’ll just float for as long as we can. Hopefully this breeze dies down, although the mosquitoes will be brutal if it does.”
She manages to swing her legs over to the other side of her seat without shaking the boat too much, and we sit face to face as I prepare to cast.
I might have made fun of my dad and his talking fish, but I know what he meant. Out here, my body remembers rhythms and patterns older than me, or my dad, or his dad, or his dad. Out here, I have a place in it all, some unique intersection of the sky, water, and sun that’s mine and mine alone. I know who I am.
I belong.
“You’re so good at that,” Connie says, her voice hushed with awe as my line snaps out in a perfect cast to plunk into the water several metres away from us.
“A little rusty.”
Usually I can go a lot farther, but I’m blaming the wind.
“And now we wait,” she says, quoting one of my dad’s classic lines.
I grin. “And now we wait.”
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CONNIE
I rub my hands up my bare arms as the breeze continues rustling through my clothes and hair. If I close my eyes, I can imagine the wind is trying to caress me, undress me, trail its way along every inch of my skin.
I haven’t been touched like that in so long. I’ve barely been touched like that at all.
Meg’s staring at the end of her line bobbing out in the water. The wind is so strong now I’ve had to start holding us in place with my paddle as best I can. There’s been no sign of a fish.
Meg’s eyebrows are furrowed with frustration, and her baseball cap is still slightly askew from the time she thought a fish was biting and got all excited.
It’s cute. She’s cute, and it should scare me more to think that, but out here in this boat, thinking about Meg feels as natural as the bend and sway of the trees along the shore. I wait for the alarm, for the rushing realization that my life will get infinitely more complicated if I ever put a name to what I’m thinking, but it doesn’t come. I just keep watching her, drinking in every detail like she’s the real show tonight instead of the rosy sunset dusting the clouds above our heads.
I’ve been rubbing my arms a little too long, and the canoe starts to rotate to face the wind without my paddle guiding us. Meg looks my way as I dip it in the water again.
“Are you cold? We can head back whenever. The fish aren’t going anywhere near my line with it zipping around like this.”
“Maybe you’re not listening to them well enough,” I joke. “Isn’t that what your dad said to do?”
She cups a hand around her ear and mimes a super concentrated face. “Nope. Still nothing.”
I laugh as she starts reeling her line in. She gets it all packed up, and I’m about to ask if I should turn around again when she pauses instead of grabbing her paddle. She tilts her head back enough to stare straight above us, right at the brilliant pink of the sky, and lets out a low whistle.
“That’s a nice one.”
“Yeah.” I watch the rosy glow reflect on her face and throat. “It is.”
She closes her eyes, and in that moment, I let myself remember. I think back on that night I’ve been trying to push away since it happened.
Every minute I’ve spent with her this summer has been a battle against the memory. Every time our arms brush or our fingers touch, I have to pull away like she’s burned me because the force of it is just too strong. When I’m with her, I know who I am. I know what I am, and with no one but the sky to watch us, I can’t deny it now.
I want her to kiss me again. I want her to kiss me like she did at that party—not the first fumbling moments while a bunch of drunk guys watched and whooped, but the kisses that came after they’d found something else to keep them busy. That was when she grabbed my face and pulled me to her again. That was when my hands found their way into her hair.
That’s when she parted my lips with her tongue and made me gasp into her mouth. She wrapped her arms around me, brought us chest to chest, and I wanted to tug her shirt off. I wanted her to get rid of mine. I wanted her skin on my skin. I wanted her to see me, touch me, taste me, and I wanted to do all that to her.
It was terrifying and rapturous all at once, a quaking intensity, a seismic shift cracking open everything I thought I was to let the molten, heaving heart of me out into the world.
Only I wasn’t brave enough. I couldn’t do it on my own, and when she left, all the joy went with her. Only the terror and confusion were left, and they ate at me day after day, gnawing through the bars I tried to hold them back with until they got out in the worst possible way.
“Connie?”
I blink myself back into reality and find Meg watching, her face creased with concern.
“Are you all right?”
“I...”
I want to tell her everything. I want to say it all out loud and watch the words disappear on the wind, but I don’t know where to start.
“I’m just cold,” I finish.
She sits there staring at me for a few moments like she knows there’s more, but when I don’t go on, she swings her paddle into place. “Let’s get you to shore then.”
I manage to turn back around without capsizing the boat, and I can feel her eyes on the back of my shirt as we paddle to shore.
I know she must feel it: that flare of heat when we stare for too long, the way gravity seems to shift and yank us toward each other. I don’t know how much longer I can ignore it, but that’s exactly what I’ll need to do when we get back to shore. We’ll step into the world again, and I’ll be Connie Shipley. I’ll be the prim resort owner’s daughter who still feels too anxious to leave her room some days, never mind publicly come out. I don’t even know what I’d come out as. Out here, it’s simple, but back in town, it all gets so complicated.
The dock looms ahead of us like an eerie gateway between worlds, and I fight the urge to push us into the lake again. I don’t want to leave this place of pink skies and Meg’s laugh on the breeze.
“Land ho!” she calls from behind me. Even that’s not enough for me to shake my dread off and call her a dork like she deserves.
I stay quiet as she steers us in until the side of the canoe thunks against the dock.
“You getting out first?” she asks.
I’m facing the shoreline, my back to her, and I stare at the little dirt lot and the beat up old Honda that’s going to take us back into a world where my life has no room for this.
“What if we just stayed?”
The boat rocks a little, and I can imagine her shifting in her seat behind me.
“Huh?”
“What if we just stayed in the canoe?”
She’s quiet for a moment. I’m frozen in my seat, the handle of my paddle resting across my knees. The water laps at the sides of the canoe like it’s calling us back, calling us under into a breathless place where my body could wrap around hers.
“Connie. Look at me.” Her voice is so insistent it fuels me enough to turn my head. She’s hunched forward, elbows on her knees as she watches me. “What’s wrong?”
I let out a shaky breath. It’s like she’s picking the layers apart one by one, searing through them with that stare to see me. All of me.
And I want her to. As scared as I am, I want this.
“It’s just easier out here, and I don’t...I don’t want to go back.”
She drops her voice, lowers it enough that the sound has to ride on the wind. “What’s easier?”
“You and me.” She must know already, but I can tell she needs to hear it as badly as I need to say it. “The way we...feel.”
She opens her mouth to speak, but in that moment, we both realize how far the wind has pushed us back. She’s almost cleared the end of the dock. Her gaze breaks away from mine as she paddles forward and then climbs out of the boat to secure it.
I still haven’t moved. I can’t move. It’s ridiculous, but I can’t help feeling that if I get out of this boat, this is all going to disappear.
“Connie.” She crouches down beside me on the dock, bringing us face to face. A lock of hair has escaped from under her hat to fall into her eyes, and I want to brush it away like I gave in and did at the store a few days ago.
It felt so right. It felt simple, but then everything that made it complicated rushed back in.
“I...That night...” I stammer, gripping my paddle like it’s some kind of weapon to ward off everything but her. “That night we...kissed, I...”
I lower my voice for the word kissed, and I see the little shiver that runs through her.
“I liked it. I didn’t want you to stop. I never wanted you to stop.” Her eyes widen, locked on mine, and my throat goes dry. I swallow before I continue, and her eyes dip to my throat for just fraction of a second. “I think I knew even before then, but it wasn’t ever...I’d never been told I could...I’ve just always had people telling me who I am before they even know me. I’ve always had people telling me who I should be, but you changed it all. I don’t just mean these...feelings for you, Meg. I mean everything. You helped me find myself just by being you.”
She nods, her arms wrapped around her knees as she stays crouched in front of me and murmurs, “I feel the same about you.”
I let the slightest smile of relief lift the corners of my mouth before I breathe deep and continue.
“You made it feel like the rest didn’t matter: my parents, my anxiety, the whole bullshit legacy of what it means to be a Shipley. When I was with you, it felt like I could do anything, but when I was alone, it was all so suffocating—literally suffocating. Sometimes I’d lie in bed at night just fighting to breathe. It wasn’t fair to give you that much responsibility in my life, but I was...to put it frankly, I was a fucking mess back then, Meg. When I found out my parents were going to make it impossible for me to go away to school with you, I panicked. I realized just how terrifying this place would be without you. That’s why I was so awful to you that summer. I could barely look at you while knowing what I was about to lose.”
I have to stop because I’m breathing too hard, and she just sits there, as patient as she always is while I find the composure to go on.
“That doesn’t make it okay, and I’m so, so sorry. I know I really hurt you. I was in a state where I hurt pretty much everyone around me, including myself. I couldn’t get a grip. Everything felt like too much, and then on top of it all, there was this realization that I...that I...I mean, I wasn’t even sure what I was feeling, and I just wanted to be sure of something.”
I can’t look at her as I say this next part. I stare straight ahead at the Honda and tell her the story I’ve tried and failed to block out of my own memory.
“A few months after you left, when I was at my lowest anxiety point ever, my father took me on a business trip to Toronto. I really didn’t want to go, but it was one of those things that was just easier to go along with. I had my own hotel room, and I...I hadn’t been able to stop thinking about you. About that kiss. I was so confused, and I wanted answers. I know it sounds terrible, but I was honestly hoping I could prove it wasn’t true, so I...I made a profile on an app, and a few nights into the trip, this girl invited me to a bar.”
I’ve gone all weirdly monotone. I can see it playing out in my mind: the lie I told my dad about going to bed early, the hazy outline of the crowded Toronto streets I stumbled along, the way I couldn’t breathe the whole time.
“It was awful. I was awful. I was drunk before I even got there, and I was still so anxious. I don’t even remember what we talked about. I know she was nice, but I...I don’t even know what I said. She asked if I wanted a drink at her place at the end. I said yes. We...we ended up on her bed, and it was like I was watching it all happen from high above me, and then right in the middle of it, I slammed back into my body and started sobbing and hyperventilating. I ran out of her apartment like some kind of freak. I don’t know how long I walked around Toronto. I spent half the night after I got back to the hotel in the shower, just scrubbing and scrubbing and scrubbing. I felt gross.”
I stop when I hear her sharp inhale, followed by a low groan like a wounded animal.
“You felt gross?” Her voice is so thick and stilted she doesn’t sound like herself. “You felt gross for hooking up with a girl?”
“What? Meg, no.”
I turn to find her staring down at the dock, her face twisted with pain.
I don’t think. I get out of the boat as fast as I can manage and kneel down in front of her. I cup her face with both my hands before either of us can get another word out.
“Meg, I felt gross because that girl wasn’t you. You’re what I wanted. You’re what I was looking for, and it took me so long to admit it that I lost you.”
She’s stunned, her mouth gaping and her eyes wide even as a few hot tears leak out of them to trickle down the sides of my palms.
“I think I’m...I...I don’t know exactly what I am yet, but I know I like girls, okay? It just so happens that the only girl I want to kiss right now is you.”
I use my thumbs to brush the last of her tears away. Her eyes drop closed as her bottom lip trembles.
“You’re all I’ve thought about,” she says, eyes still shut. “I’ve tried with other girls, but...it always came back to you.”
I close my eyes too. I bring my face closer to hers and match the sound of her breath with mine. We’re so close I can almost taste her.
“Can I kiss you, Meg?”
She doesn’t answer with words. She answers with her mouth on mine. Her lips are warm and soft, a million times better than I remembered, like candy and peaches and long summer afternoons. For a few minutes, the kiss is soft too, hesitant, like a conversation with someone you knew a long time ago, but then one of her hands grips the end of my ponytail. I slide my own hands around the back of her neck.
She kisses me—really kisses me, her mouth burning hot and hungry as she nudges mine open, sweeping her tongue along my bottom lip just like I remembered.
When her tongue touches mine, I can’t help it. I moan and fall into her, pushing her backwards until she’s sitting on the dock and I’m sitting in her lap, my legs wrapped around her waist. I don’t break the kiss the whole time. Our chests are pressed together. The hand that’s not wrapped around my ponytail snakes up under the hem of my shirt.
I moan again and throw her hat down on the dock, twining my hands into her hair like I’ve thought about doing every day since she showed up this summer. I tip her head back, taking control of the kiss, and her hips buck up to meet mine.
Nothing has ever felt this good. Nothing has ever felt this right. Four whole years of craving this are urging me on. I’ve never needed someone so badly. I’ve never felt so needed in return.
When we’re both so breathless we have to stop kissing, she stares up at me with hooded eyes. Her chest is heaving, and mine is too. The dark glimmer in her eyes makes it hard not to start kissing her again the second our mouths break apart.
A hazy smile lifts the corners of her lips.
“Goddamn,” she murmurs.
I nod and let out a breathless laugh. “Goddamn.”
We’re still twined around each other, closer than we’ve ever been. Even that doesn’t feel like enough. I’m about to lean in again when her gaze moves past my shoulder and her mouth drops open, panic flooding her face.
“What?” I demand, whipping my head around to stare in the same direction. “What is it?”
“The boat!” she yelps, grabbing my hips to manoeuvre me off her. I still haven’t quite caught up with the situation, and her firm grip on me doesn’t help. She leaves me sitting on the dock and jumps to her feet. “It got loose! Shit!”
That’s when I finally spot the canoe making its way back out into the lake, still filled with all our stuff.
“Oh,” I mutter, still incapacitated by that kiss. “It did.”
“It has the car keys!”
She’s run all the way to the edge of the dock now, where she hops from foot to foot like an antsy dog waiting for its owner to come home.
It’s pretty cute.
“We could...use another boat to get it?” I suggest.
She shakes her head without looking back. “I locked the boathouse. The keys are in the canoe, and my phone is in the car.”
Mine is too.
“We could—”
I don’t have time to get my sentence out before Meg kicks off her shoes and leaps into the lake fully clothed. The splash pulls me back to my senses.
“Meg!” I find the will to stand up and run to the end of the dock. “Wait!”
“Can’t!” she shouts back as she starts speeding off after the boat. “Gotta catch it!”
For the second time today, I act instead of thinking. I pull my shoes off and drop my chiffon shorts on the dock so I don’t wreck them, and then I jump in after Meg.
I shriek when I hit the cold water. The small waves lap at my neck and shoulders as I bob in the water for a few seconds before taking off after Meg.
My childhood swimming lessons kick in, and I catch up with her in a few seconds. By then we’re laughing, the adrenaline spike levelling out into a sustained moment of joy that makes it easy to speed all the way up to the canoe.
I make fun of her for being so dramatic. She insists there was no other option and says I was equally dramatic for coming after her. We splash each other and play tug of war with the boat, guiding it all the way back to the shore. We twist the rope around the dock’s anchor point a half dozen times to be sure it will stay and then turn to each other in the waist-deep water.
Her hair is dripping onto her shoulders, her bright shade of blonde darker now that it’s wet. My t-shirt feels heavy, the drenched fabric clinging to my body. We’re both breathing hard from the swim.
I don’t know who kisses who first. I just know we don’t stop for a long, long time.
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CONNIE
I lay the last sheet of paper in place on my bedroom floor and step back to look at the final result.
It’s a high quality print job, one I intended to use as a submission but never did. The paper is creamy white and extra thick, the black strokes of the letters standing out in crisp contrast.
The draft of my unpublished poetry book takes up all of my free floor space. I have a pillow thrown over my bedroom’s air conditioning vent so the pages don’t get blown out of place. I’ve never looked at my work like this before: all laid out like a real book just waiting to be bound.
I can already spot the problems, the things just begging for a few strokes of red pen and a revision to set them free. The title needs to be changed, and the whole last section might need an update, but I can see the poems that do work too, the ones that soar right off the page like birds tossed from their nests, screaming out in terror only to find they already know how to fly.
I could make this happen. With a couple weeks, a lot of hard work, and a few small miracles of inspiration, I could turn this book into something worth submitting to a publisher. The thought hasn’t left my mind since I got home from my night with Meg in the canoe two days ago. The first thing I did was run up to my room and pull these poems out of my drawer.
They felt alive again. I felt alive.
I grab one of the pages closest to me. The book is currently divided into two sections, one focused on childhood and the other on adolescence. The poem that divides them is about my first day of junior high.
The day I met Meg.
There are a few poems about her scattered throughout the book. The paper in my hand features one of them. I scan the words, drinking them in.
She said my name
and the humming got so loud
I left her on the porch with threads of me woven around her ankles.
I took the stairs up to my desk two at a time
and I waited.
When you’re born with a beehive in your brain
all you can do is sit
and part your lips
and let the honey drip from your mouth
onto the page.
I get to the final line and clutch the paper tight as it starts to shake in my grip. All this time, I’ve known what she means to me. Somewhere inside me, I think I might have known since that day in seventh grade when she swung her locker door shut and I saw her standing on the other side for the first time.
I sit down on the edge of my bed with the poem still in my hands. If I close my eyes, I can pretend I’m back on the dock with Meg again. I can hear the waves lapping the shore like we never left at all. I can feel her hips rise under mine. I can taste her.
When she drove me home, the two of us shivering in our damp clothes, she told me she was just happy to have this. She told me I didn’t need to have myself all figured out yet, that it was okay to give it some time.
I’m sick of having time, though. I’m sick of waiting for things to be better, for the world to resolve itself into something I won’t be so scared of. I’m starting to realize I’ve let four whole years of my life pass me by because I’m scared.
I might not be ready to march down the stairs and tell my parents I’m attracted to women, but I want to be able to admit that to myself without my blood pressure rising. Maybe I do still like boys. Maybe I don’t. Maybe there’s more than just liking boys or girls or both, and maybe I should stop being so afraid to do a fucking Google search and find out.
Meg has found a whole world out there, a world full of people unafraid to look and act and love differently than we were taught to do in Chapel Creek. This small town made us into small kids with narrow visions, and maybe I don’t need blinders to feel safe. Maybe what I really need is to open my eyes wider than I ever have before.
I stand up to lay the poem back down in its place and grab my phone off my desk before retreating to my bed. I flip onto my stomach and prop my phone on a pillow. Then I open YouTube and search for Hayley Kiyoko.
She has a lot of music videos, and most of them feature her having some kind of love story with a girl. I watch one where she goes on a road trip with another singer who’s playing the role of her best friend, and after a lot of music video-esque drama, the two of them end up together.
My eyes stay glued to the screen the whole time. I’ve never seen girls doing anything like this. I’ve been on a few trips to Toronto, and we used to go on a different tropical vacation every year, so I’ve caught glances of women walking around holding hands or even kissing, but they were always fleeting moments I’d have to remind myself not to stare at even though my stomach would do weird flips at the sight. We’ve even had some gay guests at the resort, but again, it’s not something I can watch.
Not like this.
When the first video ends, I scroll to another one. I make it through half of the Hayley Kiyoko channel’s uploads before I look away from my phone at all. Some of them have millions of views and thousands of comments, and my YouTube suggestions are now full of artists who also have music videos about girls falling in love, girls dealing with happiness and heartbreak, girls kissing and fighting, girls going on road trips and cute dates.
I’ve never actually thought about going on a date with Meg. Maybe it’s way too soon. Maybe I’m rushing it. Maybe I should slow down and remember all the reasons this has terrified me for so long, but I can still see her face right after we kissed, when she smiled up at me like she was drunk on the taste of my mouth, and all I want is to have her look at me that way again.
I don’t know where we’ll go or what we’ll do, but I flip onto my back and pull our text conversation up to send her a message.
Four years after I should have done it for the first time, I’m going to ask Meg out.
    
THE MARINA IS TEEMING with local families and seasonal renters. They head up the docks in their boat shoes and Crocs, carting boxes of beer and picnic dinners to load up for an evening out on the water. The sun is just starting to set, sprinkling the waves on the lake with glittering gold sparkles that will soon fade to ruby red.
I check and then double-check that I remembered to pack the boat with everything Meg and I will need.
My parents didn’t want me to get my boating license. It’s one of the first big things I ever paid for on my own, back when I was sixteen. I spent half a summer fuming about their sexist belief that my father or the resort staff should be the ones to handle driving our motorboat. Meg finally got so sick of it she dared me to get my license on my own.
I was still up for dares back then, so I did it. One of the resort’s boat operators let me tag along on tourist rides to practice and ask him questions. I passed the exam with flying colours.
My parents freaked out and almost fired the man on the spot, and I had an anxiety attack while begging them to believe it wasn’t his fault, but still, I got the license.
Tonight, I’ve set up the creamy white interior of the roomy, luxury speedboat with some throw pillows and blankets from home to make it extra cozy. I’ve hung little solar-powered string lights all around the edges of the seats, which my mother would refer to as ‘far too gauche,’ but I think they look pretty. They’re already glowing in the fading light, and they’ll look even better once the sky gets darker.
I have a bottle of crisp white wine in the built-in cooler. It’s sauvignon blanc—a little throwback to Graham’s memorable exit that I know Meg will find hilarious. There’s dinner in a hamper too, just a simple pasta salad I made and some tomato, mozzarella, and basil skewers to have on the side. I also packed us dessert.
I check the boat’s controls for the millionth time even though I already know they’re all working. My stomach is twisting with nerves as I watch another couple minutes go by on the clock.
It’s been over a week since I texted Meg and asked her to go on a date with me before immediately regretting being stupid enough to ask over text.
It wasn’t exactly my most romantic moment, but Meg sent a yes followed by many exclamation points and a ridiculous GIF of a baby punching the air only a few minutes later.
I’ve been into the shop once since then. Nothing much more than usual happened, but it felt different. My chest was as warm as if I’d swallowed the sun, and even though the closest we got was holding hands for a bit in the office, it seemed like there was a new kiss hovering between every word we said.
She begged me for details about our date. I told her the plan was a secret, and now I’m wondering if I should have let some information slip to gauge her reaction. I may have overdone it here. She’s either going to find this romantic, cringe at how cheesy it is, or laugh and tell me I’m acting like some kind of serial killer luring her out onto the lake.
“Connie!” A woman’s voice pulls me out of my trance, and I look up from staring at the clock to find whoever’s shouting at me. “Connie Shipley!”
Mrs. Harris, the same resort renter who spotted me in the grocery store the day I bumped into Meg and her watermelons, is hobbling up the dock in a pair of heels that are definitely going to end up caught between the boards at some point tonight. Her ever-present oversized sunglasses are perched on her head.
“Hello, Mrs. Harris,” I say from behind the windshield.
She makes it up to our boat’s parking spot and stops right in front of me. “My, what a pretty dress!”
I glance down at the white A-line dress I have on. It has a high halter neck and hits just above the knee. It also might be a little much for tonight, but I feel good in it.
“Thank you.”
“Is that young man you’re seeing taking you out on a boat date tonight?” She squeals and doesn’t wait for an answer. “That is so romantic. You’re having quite the summer, young lady.”
“Actually, I’m...”
I grip the boat’s steering wheel as my throat starts to close up. I want to tell her she’s wrong, that Graham was not a romantic person and that I’m taking someone who actually cares about me out tonight, but that’s not what she wants to hear. It probably wouldn’t even register if I said it.
Sometimes it feels like people like her—and my parents—don’t even try to hear me.
“I’m driving,” I finish, settling for a small rebellion.
She blinks. “Oh, Connie, you’re so funny sometimes.”
“I’m not joking. I have a license. I’m driving this boat.”
Her mouth twists into a nervous smile when all I do is stand there staring her down. “You can really drive that big boat by yourself?”
Yes, I can drive a boat. I might look like a Barbie, but I’m not a toy. In fact, I’m sure there’s even been a Captain Barbie at some point in the history of dolls.
I bite back the reply. She might be judgemental, but she doesn’t deserve to be a scapegoat for all the frustration that’s started boiling my blood.
It’s a frustration mixed with fear. It was one thing to plan this date, but Mrs. Harris showing up has reminded me I really am about to publicly launch out of the Chapel Creek marina on a date with a girl. We may not have a Pride flag streaming from the back of the boat, and to anyone else, it might just look like me spending time with my old best friend, but it’s still miles above kissing on a secluded dock or holding hands in her dad’s office.
My knees start shaking.
“Yep, that’s right,” I say, plastering on the smile-at-the-guests face I’ve perfected over the years.
It works like it always does. She lets out a breezy laugh and lays a hand on her chest.
“Well aren’t you just full of surprises? I bet Bert would love it if I could take over the boat from time to time. You’ll have to give me a lesson some day.”
I nod and force a laugh.
“Speaking of Bert, I’d better go join him and our friends. The boys want to go out fishing tonight, so the wives are tagging along. Have a nice date with your man, sweetie!”
I have the craziest urge to yell ‘I’m seeing a girl!’ as she walks away, just to find out what would happen.
Just to see how bad it might get.
I don’t, though. I shake my head to force the thought from my brain. Tonight is not about being afraid.
My phone screen lights up with a text from Meg a couple minutes later, letting me know she’s arrived. I take a deep breath and climb out of the boat, stepping onto the wide wooden dock in my white flats.
Tonight is about her.
Tonight is about us.
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MEG
I send a selfie of yet another date outfit option to the Hot Thots group chat just to have them all rip it apart like they’ve done to the past four.
Trying to get eight queers to agree on one perfect lesbian date outfit is like asking the sky itself to open up and bestow the ultimate blazer. It doesn’t help that I have no idea where we’re going tonight. Connie very unhelpfully said I could dress as fancy or not fancy as I wanted and wouldn’t give me any other clues.
I thought about wearing a set of taco patterned pajamas Justice got me as a joke gift just to prove a point about specificity, but the Hot Thots talked me out of it.
My stomach flips as I start scanning for more clothing options in my closet and the suitcases I still haven’t fully unpacked.
I’m going on a date with Connie.
The words still don’t feel real. None of it feels real. Every morning, I wake up and scroll back through our text conversation to the message where she asked me out. Every time, my heart still goes haywire when I read it.
We kissed. A lot. Now we’re going on a date.
I repeat the sentences to myself like they’re part of the test prep for a history exam about ‘The Saga of Connie and Meg.’
I find a pair of black shorts I forgot I owned in one of my drawers. I don’t normally wear things with a high waist, but I remember liking these when I got them at a strip mall in Peterborough. I slip them on, and they still fit. I try a white button-up with a little checked pattern on top and throw a black blazer over everything. It looks less weird with the shorts than I expected.
I consult my online oracle again. I get some clapping emojis and an all-caps message to ‘TUCK THE SHIRT IN BUT JUST A LITTLE AT THE FRONT, AND THEN THIS WILL BE PERFECTTTTT.’
I smile to myself as I thank the group. Now that I’ve got things with Connie to distract me, it doesn’t feel like I’m dying of fomo every time I think about Montreal.
It’s almost too easy to think about Montreal. I’ve lost the sense of urgency. Even with a few weeks of recovery left for my dad, I should be putting more work into job hunting and looking for apartments. I’ve postponed the trip back I had planned three times. I was going to pack as many showings as I could into a couple days in Montreal, but there’s always been something going on at the store or at home to keep me here.
And now there’s this date.
As I hunt around for my wallet, I promise myself I’ll spend tomorrow emailing landlords and booking tickets to Montreal.
I grab my phone to text Connie and let her know I need the ‘secret location’ she’s yet to reveal so I can drive there. She’s being so damn cute about this whole thing, and it’s distracting enough that I can forget how totally crazy this is. I’m going on a date with my former best friend in a town I’m trying to run from like it’s on fire, and yet tonight, knowing she’s out there waiting for me, there’s really nowhere else I’d rather be.
I push the conflicting thoughts away when a text from Connie pops up on my phone, telling me to meet her at the marina.
It’s more public than I expected. I thought I’d be picking her up at the end of her driveway and taking us two towns over for dinner, or something equally out of the eyes of Chapel Creek. I meant it when I said I don’t need her to be out if she’s not ready, but it still makes my chest flutter to know she wants to be seen with me here.
I pocket my phone and wallet before grabbing the little bundle of cornflowers I gathered this afternoon. It’s cheesy and dumb, but something about Pat picking wildflowers for us really stuck with my whole family. I saw some on the side of the road today and grabbed a few for Connie before I could stop myself.
I try to make it down the stairs without drawing anyone’s attention, but to no avail.
“Oh wow, Meg! You look fancy!” My mom’s head appears around the corner of the wall that separates the kitchen.
“Oh, thanks.”
I slip on the pair of black Keds I carried down the stairs specifically so she wouldn’t hear me leaving.
“Somebody looks like they’re going on a date,” she sing-songs.
“It’s not a date, Mom. I told you I was hanging out with Connie tonight.”
“Right, right. She steps around the wall and runs a hand through her springy hair. “Well, you look like you could be going on a date. Oh, and before you leave, and I forget, I have a question for you.”
I brace for whatever bit of lesbian trivia is coming next.
“Would you consider yourself a ‘gold star’ lesbian?”
She does little air quotes with her hands. I groan, but it’s not enough to stop her.
“I know it’s considered a controversial term, but I just thought you might technically—”
“Mom,” I cut her off. “Remember the boundaries? I’m glad you want to know me better, but Googling gay slang and then interrogating me about my sex life is not the way to do it. Please.”
She blinks a few times and then frowns. “I wouldn’t say I’m interrogating you. I just—”
“Never mind.” I wave her off, since it doesn’t seem like I’ve gotten through to her. I never do. She wants to know me better, but she doesn’t listen to the things I actually tell her. “I have to go.”
I wave goodbye and then leave the house, the warmth of the evening air kissing my skin as soon as I shut the door. I pause on the step and take a deep breath.
I really do need to book those tickets. I feel like a sullen teenager in this house, and I act like one too.
The irritation rolls off me as I drive to the marina. The parking lot is almost completely full on such a gorgeous evening, but I snag a spot at the far end and walk up towards the docks after texting Connie to say I’m here. She hasn’t confirmed what we’re doing yet, but since I’m almost completely sure we’re not grabbing dinner at the Shipley resort, it must have something to do with a boat.
The rumble of engines fills the air, along with lapping waves and a few screeching seagulls. I can smell the sharp tang of algae and gasoline. There’s no sign of Connie, and I’m about to send her another text when I see her.
She’s standing on one of the docks, wearing a pristine white dress with a halter neck that leaves her shoulders bare. Her hair is down, and it looks like she’s curled it. The breeze picks up a few bouncy locks and plays with them.
She hasn’t seen me yet, and I watch her scan the shoreline, squinting a little in the glare from the setting sun. The golden light illuminates her, catching on her curls to make them shine and turning her dress into a dazzling beacon that could bring this entire marina to a halt.
I can’t look away. I can’t even breathe. All I can do is stand there watching her as I try and fail to remember what life must have been like before I saw Connie Shipley waiting for me in a white dress.
I know, right then and there, that something about my life will never be the same.
Just when I think she couldn’t possibly get any more beautiful, her eyes land on me, and she beams. It almost hurts to look at her, and before I can urge myself to move forward, she’s bounding off the dock to meet me.
“Hi,” she says, her voice a little breathless once we’re face to face.
I go to speak and can’t manage anything but a hoarse whisper. I clear my throat and try again. “Hey.”
She’s still smiling, and I realize I am too. There are a thousand pairs of wings beating inside my chest.
“You look...” Her gaze dips to take in my whole outfit. “You look so good.”
I can tell she really means it by the way her bottom lip slips between her teeth for a second. I give silent thanks for the advice to tuck the front of the shirt in. That really pulled it all together.
“You look fucking incredible,” I blurt before I can come up with something more refined. “That dress...Damn, Connie.”
She lets out a breathy laugh and runs a hand through her hair as she stares at the ground for a moment. She really is going to kill me.
“You brought flowers?” She gasps when she notices the cornflowers I totally forgot I was clutching in one hand.
“Oh. Yeah.” I thrust them out towards her with all the finesse of an eight-year-old boy in a playground. “I know they’re not much, but I felt bad showing up empty-handed, and you...I mean, at the very least, you deserve some flowers, looking like that.”
She takes them out of my hand, the shock of her fingers brushing mine zinging up my whole arm and through my body.
“They’re beautiful,” she murmurs as she clutches them to her chest.
So are you.
I don’t say it out loud. I don’t want to push this too far. Something about this evening feels suddenly fragile, like the thin stems and purple-blue petals in her hands.
“So, uh, are you finally going to tell me what we’re doing tonight?” I ask.
“I’m not going to tell you,” she says with a smirk that should be known as the eighth deadly sin. “I’m going to show you. Come on.”
She turns and leads us up the dock, the wooden slats clicking under her white flats. I watch the hem of her skirt brush the backs of her thighs as she walks, and my fingers twitch.
I want to touch her again. I want to make her feel as beautiful as she looks.
She stops a few feet ahead of me, right next to a fancy mid-sized motorboat, and twirls around to grin like a kid presenting a school project they’ve worked really hard on.
“Ta-da!” she sings.
I catch up with her and feel my jaw drop as I take in the sight of the boat. This must be a new Shipley acquisition, but it’s not the roomy interior or the spotless, creamy white seats arranged in a horseshoe around a dark lacquered table that has my heart speeding up.
It’s the little touches I know are all her: the strings of fairy lights lining the edge of the boat, the mismatched pillows and blankets dotting the seats, the wireless speaker in the middle of the table I remember her getting for Christmas one year back when they were the height of innovation.
She’s really worked hard on this.
For me.
“Connie...”
“Wait, wait, wait!” she interrupts, hopping in the boat before I can find the words to describe what I’m feeling. “We also have dinner.” She pulls some Tupperware containers out of a hidden compartment. “And drinks.”
I’m so busy marvelling at the super fancy integrated drink cooler I don’t notice the label on the wine bottle until she taps it with her finger.
I tip my head back and laugh so hard a few people heading up the dock turn to stare at me, but I don’t care.
“All you hicks have is sauvignon blanc!” I shout in my best impersonation of that douchebag dude she went out with.
We both have to clutch our stomachs we’re laughing so hard. I stagger over to brace myself against the front of the boat before I finally calm down. It really isn’t that funny, but it feels so good to have an inside joke again.
“And you’re our captain tonight?” I ask. She nods, and I straighten up to give her a salute. “Aye, aye.”
I step into the boat too, and we stand face to face. She’s only a few inches away, and I fight the urge to kiss her already.
“Connie, this is perfect.”
She grins. “You really like it?”
“I love it.”
There’s a little too much heaviness in the words, and we both glance away. I step over to the edge of the horseshoe seat and sit down, spreading out to take up as much room as possible before making a show of tucking a pillow behind my head.
“Roomy,” I say, and my dork routine earns me a laugh. “What part of the lake are we going to?”
She starts firing up the boat’s controls, and the engine rumbles underneath me. I watch her check a few switches and the little navigation screen, my need to touch her getting stronger with every second. It’s fucking hot that she can drive a motorboat. I’ve never even tried.
“I was thinking one of the coves?” she says over her shoulder. “We can drive around for a bit and then eat there. It’s not very windy, so we can just drift.”
“That sounds delightful.”
“I’m glad you think so.” I notice she’s set the cornflowers down in the cup holder near the steering wheel. “I’m, um, really happy we’re doing this. It feels kind of crazy, but...also good.”
I chuckle. “Crazy but also good. Yeah, that sounds about right.”
She turns to face the wheel. “You ready?”
“So ready.”
We cruise the lake for a while, speeding past all the inlets and shorelines I’ve known my whole life. The sunset hasn’t reached its peak yet, but the spray of the boat’s wake sparkles in the faint golden light. The roar of the engine is too loud for us to speak, but I don’t mind. The silence between us is comfortable, filled with understanding instead of confusion. She steals looks at me when she’s not too busy steering, and I always smile when I catch her staring.
It’s crazy, but good.
When I’m starting to feel the chill of zipping around despite having a blazer on, Connie steers us into one of the little coves along the shore a ways out from Chapel Creek. They’re popular spots for people to stop and have boat parties, but we get one all to ourselves. The rocky outcroppings with pine trees growing above them keep us mostly hidden from any other boats that might go by on the lake.
The water is almost completely still as Connie cuts the engine and glides the boat to a stop, sending out ripples in every direction. The evening tune of the birds in the trees fills the air.
“I haven’t been out to the coves in forever,” I say.
“Me neither.” She leaves the wheel to take a seat across from me. “Are you hungry? We could eat now.”
I could have spent all night watching the hem of her dress whip around as she drove, but now that we’re not moving, my stomach remembers I haven’t eaten since lunch.
“Yeah, actually. That sounds great.”
“I’ll pour us some sauvignon blanc.”
We both chuckle as she pulls out the bottle and two plastic wine glasses from yet another hidden compartment. The twist top cracks as she breaks the seal, and then the pale yellow liquid gurgles and sloshes into the glasses.
“What should we toast to?” she asks as she hands me mine.
“Hmm.” I tap my chin, searching for the perfect thing to say, or at least something that won’t freak her out. “To first dates?”
She presses her lips together and nods. “To first dates, and...second ones too.”
She clinks her glass to mine, and my heart rate surges as I take my first sip of the cool wine. We’re not even through our first date, and she’s mentioning second ones.
I try not to read too much into it. Maybe it was just a cute toast.
“So what’s on the menu?”
“Well, for starters...” she sets her glass down and pulls out one of the Tupperwares. She pops the lid off, and I see it’s full of little skewers threaded with cherry tomatoes, mozzarella slices, and fresh basil leaves, all drizzled with some kind of balsamic topping.
I whistle. “These look amazing.”
She grins and hands me a paper plate. I load it up with skewers, and we both start eating.
I can’t help watching her. The food is mouth-watering, the perfect taste of summer, and even Connie groans as she takes her first bite of tomato, her eyes falling closed and balsamic dripping down the tips of her fingers. I stare at her lips as they close around the plump, juicy tomato, and I don’t think I’ve ever been so turned on by a vegetable before.
Or a fruit. I guess they’re technically a fruit.
I try to concentrate on my own skewer, but it’s impossible when she sets hers down to lick the dressing off her fingers. I cross my thighs, squeezing them together as I fight to look away, but it’s like she’s doing it on purpose. No one looks that good licking their fingers.
Except she does. She looks perfect, and I want my hands on every part of her.
She glances at me after finishing her next bite, and I shift to pretend I’m fascinated by a pine tree behind her.
“What are you thinking about?” she asks.
“How much I wish I was that tomato.”
I freeze and then clamp my hands over my mouth in horror when I realize I’ve said it out loud. Connie’s eyes go wide, and she lets out a shocked cackle.
“Oh my god, that’s the cringiest thing I’ve ever said,” I say from behind my hands.
She gawks at me for another few seconds and then relaxes and laughs for real, slapping her knee for emphasis. “Only you, Meg. Only you.”
“Can we please just wipe that from our memories forever?”
“Nope.” She smirks and shakes her head. “I’m going to remember that for the rest of my life. I’ll think of it every time I see a cherry tomato.”
And I’ll think of your mouth.
I don’t say that part out loud, but something in my face must give it away. The air between us thickens, the tension blowing in like a breeze off the water. We’re truly alone for the first time since we went out in the canoe.
When she lifts her hand to lick another trickle of balsamic off, her eyes don’t leave mine.
My hands clench into fists, and my breath catches.
“Connie?”
“Yeah?” she says, sounding all innocent even though I know she’s being far from innocent now.
“I’m just going to come right out and say it. I really want to kiss you again.”
She smoothes down her skirt. “Now?”
“Whenever you want me to.” I hesitate, a twinge of doubt creeping in. “You do want me to, right?”
“I do.” She drops her gaze and trails a finger along the edge of the table between us. “Now.”
I’ve never been this nervous to kiss a girl, but I’ve never wanted to do it this much either. My blood rushes in my ears as I stand up, and she inches farther down the seats so I can slide in beside her. Our thighs touch, her bare skin warm on mine.
I’m not breathing at all as I slip one arm around her shoulders and use my other hand to cup her jaw. Her cheek is so soft, like flower petals. The sunlight catches in her eyelashes and turns them to burnished gold.
When I kiss her, she tastes like sweet balsamic, like summer days that don’t end.
We’re gentle at first, our lips moving over each other like we’re trying to memorize every texture and taste, but then she reaches up to grip the lapel of my blazer, pulling me closer.
I tilt my body over hers, covering her, sheltering her like this cove. When I trail my fingers down her neck and shoulders, she shivers.
I break the kiss. “Should we stop?”
She keeps her eyes closed as she shakes her head.
“No,” she breathes. “Please don’t stop.”
I lean in again, and this time we’re hungrier, more urgent. I slide my hand down her side, over the dip of her waist and the curve of her hip until I’m gripping her thigh. She inches her legs apart, and I groan before nipping her lip.
“Meg,” she gasps, her hands locking behind my neck.
I squeeze her thigh harder, and she squirms before pulling me onto her, down with her, until we’re tangled on the seat with her legs wrapped around me. No one’s ever kissed me like this, like they can’t breathe if they’re not kissing me, like I’m the air itself.
This is moving so fast, but I don’t want it to stop any more than she does. I grind my hips into hers, and she rips her mouth from mine to let out a wordless cry.
I move my lips to her neck instead, trailing kisses along the edge of her dress. Her chest is heaving underneath me.
“That feels...so good,” she pants. “I didn’t...know...it could feel so good.”
I grin against her skin before grazing my teeth along the exposed edge of her collarbone. She shivers again.
It’s killing me to have her under my body like this. I’m on fire, and the fact that her skirt has ridden up to her hips makes it hard to think about anything except reaching underneath it to touch her.
I need to touch her.
The last reasonable part of me recognizes we should probably go slower, so instead of reaching for what I really want, I cup one of her breasts with my hand.
It’s almost as good. She gasps again and bucks underneath me, her neck straining in a perfect arch. I lower my head to lick the skin just below her ear, squeezing and kneading with my hand.
“Oh my god, Meg,” she chants. “Oh my god. Oh my god.”
“You okay?” I ask, nuzzling into her neck.
“Yes. I—I want—”
Her stammering reply gets cut off by a loud crunching sound that reverberates through the whole boat.
“SHIT!” she shrieks, sitting up so fast she almost sends me overboard.
I look past the edge of the boat and realize we’ve drifted straight into the rocky ledge that lines the shore.
“Oh fuck!” She crawls over me and jumps to her feet. I notice her shoes fell off at some point. Her hair is rumpled, and she yanks her skirt into place as she lunges for the steering wheel. “I cannot fuck up this boat.”
She doesn’t swear much, and I try not to laugh at how adorable it is as she gets the engine going and steers us back to the middle of the cove. She runs back to the bench as soon as we’re in place and leans over the side of the boat, trying to assess the damage.
I grab her waist on instinct when she hangs her head down so far I’m scared she’s going to end up in the lake.
“Phew!” she says after a few seconds, slapping the side of the boat. “We only seem to have knocked it right here, and it’s barely a scratch. No one will notice.”
She flips around and settles herself beside me. We’re both still panting, and after a few moments of silence, she reaches for my hand and twines her fingers with mine. Her head tilts to rest on my shoulder.
“I can’t believe I’ve been missing out on that for so long,” she says with an exhilarated laugh.
“Yeah. That was...that was something.”
I squeeze her hand, and even though it’s not exactly a chill move, I plant a quick kiss on the top of her head. It’s the kind of thing we would have done as teenagers, the sort of little touches friends share all the time.
Only it means more, and the longer I’m with her like this, the clearer it becomes that it’s always meant more.
We just fit, whether it’s as innocent as the way her hands slips perfectly into mine, or as electrifying as the way our bodies seem to know exactly what they need from each other before we even have to think about it. She feels like home in a way no one else ever has.
“I feel bad,” I say after we’ve been sitting there for a couple minutes, letting our breathing slow down. “You made all this beautiful food and poured us nice wine, and I couldn’t even wait for the main course.”
“Maybe I am the main course.”
I feel her tense up as soon as she says it. It appears I’m not the only one blurting bad lines tonight.
“Wow, Connie. Smooth,” I tease.
She elbows me in the ribs. “Yours was worse.”
She leans forward to grab her wine and downs a few sips, avoiding looking at me even though I can already tell she’s blushing. I fish one of the skewers out of the container and take a bite of mozzarella.
She snuggles up beside me again after a moment, twisting to face me.
“Gimme some,” she says, her eyes on the skewer.
I snort. “Get your own, you freeloader.”
She inches even closer, resting her chin on my shoulder. “Please?”
A bit of her boldness disappears, and I can see the hesitation there. She’s playing it cool, but this is even newer for her than it is for me. I drop the teasing and slide a tomato off my skewer instead.
“If you insist,” I murmur.
She parts her lips for me, closing them around the tip of my finger for just a second before she pulls away.
My thighs twitch again, and I know I’m wet for her. I wonder if she’s wet for me. I wonder if she wants me to find out.
“Connie,” I begin, “this is a beautiful date and a beautiful dinner, and if that’s all you want it to be, then it will be the most perfect night ever, but if you...if you want...”
“I want you.”
Something inside me burns white hot when I hear the strained intensity in her voice.
“I want you, Meg, and I know it might be fast, but I...I’ve wasted so much time, and you’re here, and I don’t want to waste more because I don’t know long you’ll be here. I want...I need...I...”
She spreads her hands like she’s searching for something in the air, and even if she can’t find the words, I feel them.
I don’t know what’s going to happen next month, or next week, or tomorrow, or even the moment we step off this boat. I just know this feels crazy and good and fucking perfect, and that nights like this only come around a few times in your life.
So I pull her to me again, and I kiss her like it’s the first time and the last time and every time in between.
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CONNIE
I can’t get enough of her. Nothing is enough—not the weight of her body on top of mine, not the taste of her as her tongue dips inside my mouth, not the firm grip of her hand on my thigh as she hooks my leg around her waist.
Everywhere she touches me burns, but still, I pull her closer. With Meg, I glow. I glow like a hearth on a dark night, like each flutter of her fingers across my skin is lighting me up and guiding me home. Everything else about this might be muddled shadows and sweat-drenched dreams, but with Meg, I start to see a way through. I start to come home to myself, and she’s right there waiting, standing around with a smile like she always knew I’d show up.
Her hand creeps a little higher along my thigh, and I gasp into her mouth. My back arches, thrusting my hips up to meet hers where she’s stretched out over top of me again.
She promised to keep an eye on the boat. I’m not sure how she’s managing that, considering we haven’t stopped kissing since she tipped me over onto the seats again, but I can’t bring myself to care. I can hardly bring myself to notice anything except the way she tastes and the way she feels against me.
Her hips flex too, reacting to mine, and the seam of her shorts presses just where I need her. My skirt has slid up so far the only thing between me and her shorts is the pale pink pair of lace underwear I have on.
I almost changed them for something less over the top before I left. When I slid them up my legs, I was filled with the wild thrill of considering Meg might actually see them. Then I convinced myself I was being stupid and creepy, but when I reached my hand up my skirt to take them off, all I did was run my fingers along their edge instead, imagining Meg doing the same.
Maybe it is creepy, but I was wet before I even left the house. It’s like there’s a box in my brain I’ve kept locked for years, and it’s finally broken open from the sheer force of everything inside. I want her forcefully. Fearlessly. Frantically.
It’s like I told her: I’ve wasted so much time. I don’t want to waste any more.
“Meg.” I break the kiss and realize I’m panting, my chest pressing into hers with every rapid breath. “Will you...touch me?”
She blinks at me with the hazel eyes I know so well. “Touch you?”
“Yes. I just...I need you.”
I squeeze my legs even tighter around her waist, and her eyes darken. My breath stops. I’ve never seen her look so hungry before.
She settles herself on her knees, my legs still splayed on either side of her. She glances around to make sure we’re not about to crash into any rocks. Her blazer is long gone, tossed to the floor of the boat, and the top few buttons of her shirt have come undone. Her hair is all messed up from my fingers, and the sight of it has me biting my lip.
“God, you are just too gorgeous,” she mutters before running one of her thumbs along her mouth.
She leans forward, and instead of kissing me again, she reaches for the ties of my halter dress behind my neck. I prop myself on my elbows, and after a few moments of fumbling, I feel the bodice go slack. I shut my eyes.
“Connie?”
I nod, eyes still closed.
“Is this okay?”
I nod again. It’s just new, and as much as I want it, part of me is still a little nervous about what it will be like, and whether I’ll be any good.
I want this to mean as much to her as it does to me.
“I’ll go slow,” she says, her voice closer now. After another second, I can feel her breath on my neck.
She starts kissing me there, and when I’ve relaxed enough to let out a sigh, she guides the top of my dress down to pool at my waist, leaving me in just my strapless bra. Her lips move down my chest, over the tops of my breasts, and I fist my hands in her hair as I moan.
I can’t help it. This feels too good. Nothing has ever felt this good before.
That is, until she pulls one of the cups of my bra down and flicks her tongue over my nipple.
“Oh, fuck, Meg. Fuck.”
She sucks in a breath, and one of her hands digs into my waist. “It’s so sexy when you talk like that.”
She has my bra off a few moments later, the cool air off the water making goose bumps break out across my chest and stomach, but when I shiver, it’s because of her. She licks and sucks and even grazes her teeth along my breasts and nipples, her movements getting more desperate as she goes.
“Fuck, Connie,” she growls, reaching up to cup one of my breasts and stroke my nipple with her thumb. “You have the best fucking tits.”
I can’t find any words to answer her. Hearing her talk like that while she touches me is so overpowering I tip my head back and cry out loud enough I’m scared someone might hear.
We’re alone, though. It’s just us here—just us and the way we make each other feel.
Meg rises to her knees again, and I crack my eyes open enough to see her staring down between my legs. My whole dress is bunched at my waist now, and she slides the skirt up until my underwear is completely exposed.
“Do you have any idea how gorgeous you are?”
She doesn’t wait for an answer. Instead, she hooks a finger under the waistband of my underwear and tugs on the lace before letting it snap back into place.
It’s not enough to hurt, but I still gasp from the shock. The corner of her mouth lifts in the sexiest smirk I’ve ever seen, and I don’t want her to go slow anymore. I want her touching me, really touching me, exactly where I’m aching for her.
She takes a moment to unbutton the rest of her shirt and throw it down on top of her blazer. She’s wearing a plain black bralette, and I can see the outline of her nipples through the fabric.
She’s beautiful. She’s so, so beautiful.
“Do you want me to take these off?”
She grabs both sides of my underwear and waits for me to nod again. When I do, she peels the pink lace down my legs to drop it on the floor.
For a moment, we don’t do anything. We just stay locked in place, her eyes wide like she’s drinking in the sight of me while I lay there fixated on the way she watches me.
I’m totally exposed to her now, the smooth white seat cool underneath me. I’m naked except for the dress still tangled around my waist, but I don’t feel any urge to hide myself. I’m nervous, but I’m not unsure. I want her to see me, more than I’ve ever wanted anyone to see me like this.
She touches the insides of my thighs first, her fingers just a whisper. She teases me, getting closer and closer only to veer off path and caress my lower stomach instead. I squirm on the seat when she’s only millimetres away from where I need her. My eyes have closed again, but instead of shouting or moaning when she finally parts my folds with one of her fingers and strokes up the length of me, all I can do is sigh her name.
“Connie,” she breathes back to me, and then she slides her finger deep inside me.
I groan, the sound so low and guttural I don’t recognize my voice. Sparks pop and flare along the backs of my eyelids, and when she starts thrusting, I flail my arm out, searching for something to hold onto.
I don’t find anything except the smooth expanse of the seat, but then her free hand grips mine. I lift my head to look at her, and she’s staring straight back into my eyes, her expression so earnest it’s almost pained.
I need to be closer to her. I push myself up so I’m sitting with her still between my legs. She starts to pull her hand away, a question on her lips, but I grab her wrist and urge her to start thrusting again.
“Please,” I beg, letting go so I can cup the back of her neck. “Please, Meg.”
I press my lips to hers, and she moans as she starts moving again. It’s pure magic: her finger thrusting inside me while my tongue sweeps inside her mouth. Our kiss becomes furious when she adds a second finger, her gentle rhythm shifting into something deliciously harsh.
“God, Connie,” she gasps, still pumping into me as she rests her forehead against mine to catch her breath. Her eyes are squeezed shut, her mouth hanging open. “You feel so good.”
I want to make her feel good too. I want to show her what this means to me.
I trail a finger down over her collarbone and then along the top of her bra. Her thrusting falters for a moment before she keeps going harder than ever. I flick her nipple with my thumb over the black fabric of her bralette. She gasps.
“Is this okay?” I ask.
“Fuck yes,” she pants. “Don’t stop.”
I reach under one of the cups, kneading and squeezing her as she works me so well I start bucking up to meet her every touch.
She’s fucking me, and it’s like the whole lake is on fire now. Everything is getting hotter and hotter.
“I want to touch you too,” I blurt. It’s all I can think about. “Please, Meg.”
She slows but doesn’t stop. “You do?”
I nod. “Mhmm.”
I almost regret it when she pulls her hand away, her fingers glistening from how wet I am, but then she starts unbuttoning her shorts. I slide one of my hands under her bra again, and she freezes with her shorts halfway down her thighs to tip her head back to groan.
A surge of something I don’t recognize rolls through me, and when she mutters my name, I realize what it is: power.
I feel powerful knowing I can make her react this way. All I want is to make her feel as good as I feel.
I tug one of her bra straps down and bend my head to flick my tongue over her nipple, just like she did to me.
“Fucking hell, Connie,” she hisses. One of her hands fists my hair. “How do you do this to me?”
I keep going, freeing up one of my hands to urge her to keep getting rid of the shorts. They hit the floor of the boat a few seconds later, and her underwear are next.
I stop what I’m doing and glance down between her legs. The sight of her steals all the breath from my lungs.
She’s perfect. She’s better than perfect. Her soft inner lips are the prettiest pink, and I can already see how wet she is. I could spend all night watching her like this. Every fold of her skin is mesmerizing, and I want to stare and stare until I know them all by heart.
I’ve never felt this way about someone’s body before.
“Meg...” I rip my gaze away to look at her, and she smiles softly, almost like she’s feeling shy. “You’re beautiful.”
“So are you.” She strokes her hand up my arm and then pushes lightly on my shoulder to urge me to sit back against the seat. “Here. Like this.”
We’re both facing forwards now, pressed together where we sit side by side. She guides my legs a few inches apart and spreads her own, twisting a little so we can reach each other.
She lets me take my time, lets me explore her inner thighs with my fingers before I’m ready to touch her. I gasp at how wet she is. She’s practically dripping onto the seat, and I’ve never seen anything so sexy. I explore her, watching the way her eyes roll back when I circle her clit before I finally slip a finger inside her.
“Is that good?” I ask as I start moving.
I’m copying what she did to me, but I have no idea what I’m doing here.
“So good,” she says with her eyes squeezed shut. “You can go harder.”
I feel it again: that swell of power. I move faster, curling my finger when I notice the way that makes her shift and clench around me. I start reading her body, learning just what makes her feel best.
I’m so concentrated I don’t even notice she’s reached over to touch me too until her finger slides inside me.
“Meg, that feels so good.”
“God, Connie, you have no idea what you’re doing to me.”
Our voices have risen in pitch, our breathing getting faster.
She starts to fuck me again, and as we find the same rhythm, it’s like I don’t know where her body starts and mine ends. She pulses around my finger, and I rock against hers. We swear and gasp and moan our way through the next few minutes until I can’t help myself anymore.
I use my free hand to start touching my clit. Meg groans when she notices.
“That is so fucking hot.”
“I want you to do it too,” I answer, the words leaving me before I can think to be shy. “Please. I want to see it.”
She starts touching herself, just above where my finger is plunging in and out of her again and again. It’s hypnotic. It’s poetry. It’s a song we’re writing together.
“Oh my god. Connie, I...”
Her face starts to twist and strain from the same pressure I can feel building in me. I can’t look away. I don’t even blink as I watch her finger start to circle her clit so fast it’s a blur. It’s like I can feel every twitch and pulse of her body as my own.
“Connie, you’re going to make me come.”
I start pumping into her even harder, and when she comes, she says my name—screams my name so loud it bounces off the rocks and scatters into the pine trees around us.
I’m not far behind her. The sight of her like that, so far gone with my name on her lips, is too much. She’s still clenching around my finger when I let go and come for her.
Everything else disappears: the lake, the boat, the half-finished glasses of wine. The past week disappears. The past four years all fade.
It’s just us, finally, the way we’re meant to be.
I throw my head back, my eyes closed and my back arched as the pleasure burns through me.
It’s perfect, and everything that comes after is too: the way we sit there laughing and shaking as we hold one another, the moment I nearly trip over my dress when I have to jump up and save us from hitting the rocks again, the rest of the dinner we share while cuddled up on the seats, the sweet, sugary kisses between bites of the strawberry tarts I made for dessert.
In this cove, under this rose-red sunset, everything is perfect with her.
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MEG
Connie and I spend the two days after the date texting non-stop. I ignored the bullshit instinct to play it cool and instead asked to see her again the very next night. She had some resort event keeping her busy, so we made plans for tonight instead.
It’s a relief to be honest with her, to leave behind all the little mind games and ‘hard to get’ routines that come along with dating on apps and in bars. There doesn’t seem to be a point to doing any of that with Connie. I want her in so many ways, and I want her to know that.
It’s easy, really. When it comes down to the two of us, it’s all so easy. It’s just the world that gets in the way, and I’m doing my best to ignore that part.
I finish throwing on an outfit for tonight—just some jean shorts and a slightly-nicer-than-average t-shirt since all we’re doing is going for a drive up to a nearby lookout point—and head down to the kitchen to pack up some snacks.
“Meg!” Emmett’s voice calls from his room when I’m halfway down the stairs. “Hey, Meg!”
I turn and jog back up. “What up, little bro?”
He meets me in his doorway, leaning against the wooden frame with some feigned cool boy swagger. “Wanna go to the beach tonight?”
My chest twinges. We still haven’t done his requested shopping trip to Peterborough, and I haven’t found the time to fit in a visit to the beach with him either.
“I’m sorry, my dude,” I say with a guilty look on my face. “I can’t tonight, but I really want to make sure we get down there, and to Peterborough too.”
He rolls his eyes. “Yeah, sure.”
I’d call him out on being sassy, but I probably deserve it. “How about we schedule something right now?”
I pull my phone out of my pocket and open up my calendar. My shop hours are all in there, along with the trip to Montreal I finally got booked for later this week. I have a few apartment viewings lined up, and in the true miracle of the century, I got an interview for an architecture job I applied for on a whim. It’s for a small theatre company and won’t be full time, but the work itself sounds like a dream come true.
“Hmm. Tomorrow?” I ask.
He heads into his room to check the giant schedule on his wall, and I follow after him. His room is no longer themed around Hot Wheels cars like it was when he was a kid, but he’s still got a few of his favourite mini vehicles arranged on a shelf like collector’s items. I grin as I remember all the crazy homemade race tracks we’d construct for them.
Emmett stands in front of the extra large calendar done in the colour coding system he and my mom developed to help him with things like school and appointments.
“Hmm.” He crosses his arms and taps his chin, just like me and my dad do sometimes. “Day after tomorrow?”
That was going to be my last chance to pack for Montreal, but I’ll just get up extra early on the day my bus leaves. I nod and add the event to my phone.
“Perfect! I’m putting it in.”
“Cool.” He tries to shrug it off, but I can see how excited he is, and I can feel the same anticipation bubbling in me. I haven’t spent nearly enough time with him this summer.
“We can shop in the late afternoon, grab dinner from a chip stand on the way home, and bring it to the beach?”
He gives up on his Mr. Cool routine and beams at me. “Yes!”
“All right, it’s a date!”
We high five, and he gives me a suspicious look after he’s clapped his hand to mine. “Are you going on a date tonight? Like a real date?”
“What? No!” I make a show of gazing down at my outfit as I grab the bottom of my t-shirt. “Do I look like I’m going on a date?”
Even if I was being honest, I don’t know what my answer to his question would be. From the looks of it, Connie and I are going on a date. We haven’t called this one a date, but we were very explicit about the last one. I hightail it out of Emmett’s room as memories of just how explicit we were threaten to take over my brain.
I might have had what was possibly the most life-changing sexual experience of my existence with her just two nights ago, but as soon as we stepped off that boat, I could tell both of us were stepping out of certainty and into a world teeming with questions.
We didn’t hold hands as we walked along the pier back to the shore. I didn’t kiss her goodbye when I dropped her off. The portion of the night that took place after leaving the boat wasn’t awkward or uncomfortable, but it was filled with a sobering awareness of all the things we can’t do.
I push away the fantasies of Connie and I holding hands on the boardwalk or kissing on the beach without a care in the world. I get to be with her, even if it’s in hidden places like sheltered coves or remote lookouts, and that should be enough. I’m not here to tell her when or if she needs to come out.
I’m the one who’s supposed to be leaving town in a few weeks. I’m the one looking for an apartment and interviewing for jobs that will get me out of here. That should be a more pressing matter than the public opinions of Chapel Creek.
“You’re going on a date!” Emmett sing-songs as he thunders down the stairs to follow me into the kitchen.
“Am not!” I shout back.
My parents are out having some lemonade on the lawn, so I don’t worry about shushing Emmett into secrecy. The last thing I want is my mom interrogating me about a potential date.
Emmett leans against the counter to continue antagonizing me as I grab a few chip bags and granola bars. “Yes you are.”
“Do I have to say ‘am not’ again, or can we give up on this childish repartee?”
He snorts. “You’re so going on a date.”
“What about you?” I shoot back, switching tactics. “Are you going on any dates this summer? What happened to that girl from school you like?”
He isn’t falling for it. He shakes his head as I turn to the fridge to find some beverages. “Is it with Connie?”
I freeze, which kind of makes any further protesting futile, but I carry on nonetheless.
“Connie is my friend,” I emphasize as I slam some canned iced tea down on the counter.
“So? Chelsea was my friend before I had a crush on her.”
“Then you’ll know just how complicated it is,” I blurt.
I freeze again when I realize my mistake and then sigh, bracing my hands against the counter before I slump forward and lay my cheek on the cold laminate. I cross my arms over my head and groan.
I expect Emmett to laugh again, but instead I feel his hand start rubbing my back.
“It’s okay, Meg.”
I blink back the burning in my eyes as all the fear I’ve been trying to push back for the past two days wells up inside me.
That date with Connie was better than anything I ever expected. Being with her like that—whether it was laughing over strawberry tarts together or feeling her arch under my body while I tasted her mouth—was like opening my eyes to see a new colour painting the skies of my world. It was breathtaking, shocking even, but it felt right, like something that had been there long before I learned how to notice it. I knew the rest of my life would be divided into the time before that date and after it.
That’s a lot to contemplate about a girl who smashed your heart open four years ago, a girl who isn’t ready to hold your hand in public and also doesn’t seem ready to leave the town you’re doing your best to escape as fast as possible.
“You’ll be okay.” Emmett keeps rubbing circles into my back as I fight off the dramatic urge to crumble in a heap on the floor. “You’re my big sister. You can do anything.”
I twist my head to catch a glimpse of him. “You really think that?”
He grins. “Yep, even though you suck sometimes.”
“Well you suck too sometimes,” I say with a laugh, “but I also think you can do anything.”
I straighten up and roll my shoulders back a couple times. Emmett gives me one last slap on the back and then tells me he’s going back up to his room. He turns around just before he leaves the kitchen and does the Makaton signs for ‘toilet head’, which makes me snort before I do them back.
Once he’s gone, I throw all the snacks I gathered into a bag and head for the car. I feel bad for bringing granola bars and chips considering what a culinary masterpiece Connie put together for our first date, but she’s definitely more of a domestic goddess type than I am.
I try to get a grip on my nerves as I back the car out of the driveway and make my way through Chapel Creek. I take deep breaths, but it does nothing to ease my death grip on the steering wheel. By the time I pull up to the looming shadow of the Shipley residence, my hands are so stiff I have to shake them out to get my full range of motion back.
The garage door starts rolling up, and Connie appears underneath. She must have been watching for my car from her window, and the thought coaxes a little flutter of hope out of me.
Maybe this doesn’t have to be some kind of doomsday drive. Connie looks as flawless as ever, her hair kept out of her face with an adorable little bandana tied in a knot on top of her head. She’s wearing Blundstones and some tan shorts under another plain white v-neck. She beams at me and waves as she heads for the passenger side, which is so ridiculously cute I find myself grinning back as my heart speeds up.
There has to be a way to make this work. It’s too damn good for it not to work.
“Hey,” she says as she slides into the passenger seat.
I can feel the charged air between us, zinging with possibility that’s edged with the last of my dread.
“Hey,” I answer. I have my hand on the key in the ignition, but I don’t turn it.
Connie glances at the my hand when I still haven’t moved after a few silent seconds.
“Uh, is it stuck?”
“No, I just—I just—”
I cut myself off and do what I’ve wanted to do since she appeared in the garage doorway. I lean over the console between us, grip the back of her head, and pull her mouth to mine.
Every time I kiss her, I’m still amazed by how well we fit. Her lips move with mine like they’ve been doing this dance our whole lives. I swear I hear a freaking symphony in my head, the music swelling as our hearts beat faster and faster.
She lets out a soft little sigh when I brush my thumb along her jaw, but a second later, she pulls back. Her eyes go from hooded with need to flared with alarm as she blinks at me.
“Meg, we...” She glances out the windshield at the house looming in front of us. “We can’t. Not here.”
I try not to let that sting, but it does. This isn’t about me; it’s about her and what she’s going through, but it still feels like a rejection.
Not here.
It feels like that’s what I’ve heard from Chapel Creek my whole life: you don’t fit here. You can’t be yourself here. Nobody can even see you here.
Connie must read some of that on my face; she reaches over to squeeze my arm for a second before settling herself back against her seat.
“I’m sorry. I want to. It’s just...my parents and everything, you know? I don’t think I’m ready for that.”
“Of course.” I nod and clench my jaw as I turn the engine on and swing the car around.
I need to get a grip. I don’t know what the future will look like, but she’s in my car now and she does want to kiss me. I’d be an idiot to ruin that so soon.
The drive to the lookout takes just under half an hour. We wind up a side road, climbing away from the lake and up into the mountains. I direct Connie to the snacks I packed, apologizing for their lack of finesse, and once we’re eating chips out of the same bag while blasting cheesy pop music, things get a little easier.
“I wonder if it will be busy,” Connie says when we’re nearing the final turn. She licks the chip dust off her fingers, and I have to fight hard not to send us veering off the road as her tongue instantly becomes the world’s biggest distraction.
“Probably full of horny teenagers looking to make out, like usual.”
She grins, her eyes dropping to her lap. “We’re not much better.”
“Hmm. Guess not.” I lift a corner of my mouth, trying to play it cool even as my stomach does a full back flip.
The parking is less of a lot and more some worn down patches of dirt along the side of the road. We’re only the third car here, but I guess that must be normal for a weeknight. This place is a bit of a local secret, and it’s blessedly rare to see a tourist family chugging along up here in a minivan.
Connie rolls up our chip bag, and I bring the remainder of the snacks along as we head down the short trail through the woods.
“Damn,” I mutter as a mosquito whines next to my ear. “I forgot bug spray.”
The sharp scent of pine hangs in the air, along with a lingering, musky dampness from some rain earlier today that’s going to bring the bugs out in droves.
“But I didn’t!” Connie glances over her shoulder where she’s leading the way and shakes the little purse she brought.
“God, I—”
I stop myself before I can say ‘I love you.’ I only meant it as a friend, the same way we’ve said it a million times before, but the words have a different weight to them now. We’ve dug something up, something that was hidden just under the surface for years, and now we’re learning to carry it, to handle the way it lifts us up in some moments and sits heavy on our backs in others.
I’m not sure which kind of moment this is.
“I am eternally grateful,” I finish.
When we reach the lookout, an older couple has claimed one of the wooden benches. A teenaged couple sits off to the side, looking thoroughly bummed out that their plans to feel each other up in private probably won’t come to fruition tonight.
Connie and I grab one of the remaining benches, and we take turns dousing ourselves with bug spray to fend off the army of bloodsuckers swooping in from the woods. I hand her an iced tea can when we’re done, and we sip in silence as we take in the view.
A small ravine cuts into the mountain below the plateau we’re sitting on, which leaves a clearing in the tree line to give this spot a perfect view of the lake. You can’t see the marina or the Shipley Resort from here. There’s only the deep indigo of the water and the mottled greens of the shoreline.
If you sit here early enough in the evening, before any of the lakeside cottages’ lights come on, you can imagine there’s no Chapel Creek at all, no Purple Peaks, no Shipley Resort, no people with opinions or judgements to cast.
Just blue above and blue below, stretching on forever, like it was long before any of us showed up here and will continue to be once we’re gone.
“It’s pretty crazy,” I say once I’m halfway through my drink, “that we learned so little about the history here. In school, we barely even talked about what tribe lived on this land before it was Chapel Creek. I learned more in one year in the city than I ever did here.”
Connie turns from contemplating the lake to look at me. “You did?”
“Yeah, some of my friends are pretty involved in Indigenous rights. It just...it woke me up, you know? There’s so much we need to change, and it has to come from places like this too, not just people in the city.”
Connie sets her iced tea down on the bench. “You’re right. We don’t even talk about it here, and that’s so messed up.”
“Yeah, I think the hardest part is getting people to start caring.”
I take another sip, staring out at that deep, dark blue to watch the first lights come on along the shore, their glow spilling out onto the waves.
“You’ve really grown, Meg.”
I look back over to find Connie staring at me.
“Maybe that sounds weird, but it’s true,” she continues. “You have all these convictions, this certainty to you, like you’ve really found yourself, you know? You know what you want, you have this whole life for yourself. I...I’m happy for you. I know sometimes it might have been hard being best friends with somebody who...who always stole the spotlight, or whatever. God, I must have been a shitty person to be friends with. It’s no wonder you wanted out of here so fast.”
“Connie. Hey.” I inch closer to her on the bench as her face scrunches up with guilt. “I think we can both agree you never wanted any kind of spotlight. You were not a shitty person to be friends with. You were the best person to be friends with. To be honest, I think maybe that’s part of what drew us together: people here looked at you and saw your family or your name or your reputation. They never really saw you, and that’s how I felt too.”
“But you don’t anymore?”
She’s leaning closer, her features open and hopeful, like she’s looking for some kind of salvation.
“I think people in Chapel Creek still see me that way,” I admit. “That’s why it’s so hard to be back here, but the longer I stay, the more I realize that doesn’t change who I am. That doesn’t change how much I like who I am. I...I like her a lot.”
A smile breaks out across my face as soon as I say it, and I take a deep breath of the pine-soaked air. I thought I might lose myself here. I thought when the first strikes against me hit, I’d crumble into the shell of a girl I was, but I can’t go back to that. I’ve filled myself in. Like Connie said, I’ve grown, and I’m not going to let myself shrink.
“I like her too.”
Our hands are just a few centimetres apart on the bench, and Connie’s pinkie stretches out to brush mine.
“I’m glad I got to meet her,” she murmurs.
“I’m glad I got to meet the new Connie too.”
She freezes, and I realize I must have said the wrong thing when her whole body tenses. A shadow passes over her face.
“Ha. New Connie is basically just old Connie.”
I want to tell her that’s not true. I want to point out all the things she’s done, all the ways she’s grown. She has a therapist. She has a job that used to terrify her, and she’s really good at it now.
She kissed me. She took me out on a date. She came up this mountain with me despite everything waiting for us back down at the bottom.
She gets up off the bench before I can say any of that and wanders down to the edge of the plateau. I stare at her back, that Disney princess perfect brown hair tumbling down over her crisp white shirt, and I see a girl caught up in a battle I desperately want her to win.
Not just for my sake. I want her to win for her. It’s clearer to me than ever: it’s not that she can’t handle life. It’s not that she isn’t ready to leave this place and find herself just like I did. It’s that this town and everyone in it are wrapped around her brain like chains she can’t break.
I want to pry them off with my bare hands, but I think they might be the kind of chains you have to rip apart yourself.
Still, I can help. I can show her how I did the same thing. The idea takes hold in an instant: I’ll bring her to Montreal with me. She can come along on my trip back this weekend. I’ll show her everything she’s been dreaming of, everything I can see her craving when I talk about my life there. I’ll show her she can have it too.
“See anything interesting?” I joke as I jog over to where she’s contemplating the ravine. The jagged path of rocks worn down by rushing rainwater cuts through the steep slope below the plateau.
“I think I saw a frog.”
Her voice is distant, and she doesn’t look up at me. I clear my throat. This might be too much, but I’m going for it.
“So, I was just thinking, I’m going back to Montreal on Thursday, and—”
“What?” Her head jerks up, her question so shrill it’s almost a shriek.
“For the weekend,” I clarify, “to look at apartments. I, um, I got an interview too.”
I was excited to tell her about the theatre company, but now it feels like a guilty admission.
“Oh. Right. Yeah, of course.”
She quiets back down, but the alarm doesn’t leave her face. We both glance back at the benches and see the teenage couple has taken off. The old couple are too engrossed by some kind of bird watching book to be paying us much attention.
Connie wraps her arms around her stomach and kicks a pebble into the ravine. I can see her grinding her jaw.
“It’s just a few days. I’m coming back.”
I backpedal on asking her to come along. With her so upset, it doesn’t feel like the right moment.
“Yeah, yeah, of course. Sorry. I was just being stupid for a second there.”
“Connie, you’re not stupid.”
I try not to sigh in frustration. I can see her curling into herself, shutting me out just like she did that first night we sat on the bench outside the bar. I thought we’d be past this kind of thing by now.
“I’m feeling weird about leaving too, even just for a few days,” I add. “I’ve...really liked seeing you so much, and I like knowing how close you still are even on the days I don’t see you. After our date, I...I want as much of you as I can get.”
Her bottom lip trembles, and for a second, I think she’s going to step into my arms, but then her expression hardens and she moves in the other direction to aim a kick at another rock.
“It’s probably good for us to have you go back,” she mutters. “It’s a good reminder.”
“Connie.” The frustration is really starting to ramp up now, and my voice comes out stilted. “Did you not hear anything I just said?”
“I heard it.” She sends a third rock scuttling into the ravine, the pinging sounds it makes on its way down echoing up to us. “It just doesn’t change anything, does it? I’m glad we...had this. I’m so glad, Meg, but we should probably start accepting reality, right?”
“Had?” I cross my arms too. “Really? Had? Why are you using the past tense? It’s just a few days, and after—”
“After you’ll leave for good. Again.”
I forget about all about the old couple on the bench and let the anger explode out of me, my voice rising enough that they can probably catch most of the words. “Don’t do this again, Connie. Don’t act like I’m trying to leave you behind. That was never what it was about, not now, and not when I left for university. This place was poisoning me, just like it’s doing to you, and I needed out. What I didn’t need was for you to shut me out. I still don’t get it, Connie. I don’t understand. I was going to help you get out of here too, even if it took longer than we planned. I can still do that now. I never abandoned you, so don’t act like I did when you’re the one who cut me out of your life.”
She turns to face me, staring with wide eyes that start to flash as she speaks. “Meg, I never blamed you for leaving. I would never hold that against you, but that doesn’t mean it was easy. When you left, I was in the middle of the worst year of my life. I thought I was losing it. I couldn’t even trust my own thoughts. It was terrifying, and then to hear you were doing all these things I dreamed of doing too, to know life was opening up for you while it was closing in on me, to have these...these feelings for you come into my life just before you were gone...Maybe it makes me a bad person, but I couldn’t handle it. I couldn’t. It was too much.”
Her voice cracks, and the anger sparking in her eyes melts into tears that well up but don’t fall.
“I think it might still be too much,” she whispers.
“Connie.” I shake my head. I don’t know what she means, but whatever it is, it isn’t good. “Connie, we can do this. We can figure this out. It’s messy and rough and I don’t know where we’re going with it, but it’s me, Connie. It’s me and you.”
It’s always been me and you.
Even in the years spent apart, I was always looking for her in everyone else I found.
“I...I just need to process, Meg. This happened so fast. I think...I think maybe we shouldn’t talk until you get back from Montreal.”
It seems rational, but the way she says process sounds like she’s doling out a death sentence.
“Connie, don’t shut me out again. Please.”
She squeezes her eyes shut, a tear streaking down each of her cheeks.
“I just need some time,” she murmurs, her voice hoarse. “I just need to think about all this.”
“Okay.” I nod even though she can’t see me. I can give her time. I’d rather not, but that seems to be the only option here.
My nails dig into my biceps as I remember how this went last time, how it felt to hold her for a day and lose her for four years.
I can’t come back from that a second time. I just have to trust this isn’t a second time.
“Okay,” I repeat. “If that’s what you need, let’s do that.”
She opens her eyes, and they lock onto mine. “Thank you.”
I glance over my shoulder and see the old couple is gone. They were probably hoping to see more wildlife than two local girls having a dramatic argument on a rock.
With the coast clear, I step closer and spread my arms, scared to even hug her in case it’s too much, but she steps into them and wraps hers around me for a couple seconds.
It’s a couple seconds too short to leave me reassured.
“I think maybe we should go home,” she says after she pulls away.
“Right. Okay.”
I nod again, and we head off to drive back down the mountain into town.
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CONNIE
I straighten up from putting a load of plates and mugs I collected from my bedroom into the dishwasher. I feel my mother’s glare burning a hole into my back before I even turn around.
“Connie, it’s ten in the morning,” she says in a clipped tone, “and you’re wearing pajamas.”
I slipped into my light blue sleep shorts and matching shirt just a few hours after getting home from work last night, and I haven’t taken them off since. Bernice took one look at me in the office yesterday and told me to take today off. I wasn’t getting much more accomplished than staring blankly at invoices, so I agreed it was for the best.
I know I look terrible. My hair is thrown up in a sloppy bun to hide the fact that I haven’t brushed it, and there are deep purple half moons under my eyes. Today is Friday, meaning I have two whole days until Meg gets back from Montreal. I’ll probably look like something from beyond the grave by then.
Without her around to brighten my days and distract me with her cute laugh, I’ve had to take a good, hard look at my life.
At myself.
When I asked for time to think, I didn’t realize I was really getting time to see. I stood in front of my mirrored closet doors this morning for five whole minutes, and when I asked the girl I was looking at if she liked herself, I didn’t know the answer.
It feels like I don’t know the answer to anything.
“I have the day off,” I remind my mother.
“A day off from work, not a day off from being a lady,” she chirps.
She often sounds like she’s chirping, like a preppy little finch up on a telephone line singing out condescending comments to everyone who passes by.
“I’m just tired, Mom. I wanted to relax.”
“You can relax on the deck with me,” she replies, “in a proper outfit. I want to talk about the rest of our hosting schedule for the summer.”
I hold back a groan. She means the revolving door procession of business contacts and their families who’ll be staying at the resort this summer, courtesy of my father. He’s always schmoozing over a deal, which means my mother is always schmoozing over a meal, which means I’m usually supposed to schmooze over a date like I did with Graham.
“Could we do it another time? I just don’t think I’m in the mood. It’s been a big week, and—”
“You’ll get in the mood once we start,” she interrupts. “Oh, and make sure you brush out that rat’s nest. It’s...unsightly.”
It’s one of her favourite words for things that don’t fit the Shipley reputation: unsightly.
My anxious habits in high school, like digging my fingers into my thighs so hard I left bruises or biting my nails until they got bloody, were unsightly.
“Yeah. Okay. I’ll meet you out there.”
I hurry out of the kitchen before she can get another jab in. It shouldn’t hurt anymore, to have her talk over me or tell me to freshen up instead of asking what’s wrong, but my chest still twinges like she’s stung me. It’s always been easier to go along with what she says, to give in and lock anything unsightly away instead of facing yet more proof that she only wants to see the pretty parts of me.
I head up to my room and make a half-hearted attempt to comb my gnarled hair before securing it in a low twist that hides the worst of the tangles. I search my closet for a sundress, and my fingers land on the white halter neck dress I wore on my date with Meg.
I pull the hanger out and brush my hand down the soft fabric.
I liked who I was the night I wore this. I liked feeling invincible and limitless and alive. These past few weeks with Meg have made me realize how much of my life I wasn’t really living. She lit me up. She flipped a switch. She changed the TV set from black and white to blinding Technicolor, but she’s leaving, and the thought squeezes my lungs so hard I can’t breathe.
I want to be the kind of person who can keep the lights on with or without her. I just don’t know what that will take.
I dig around for a different dress and settle for a blue and white striped linen shift I know my mother likes. She’s already out on the back deck when I arrive, sitting under a big umbrella with a planner and pen in hand. There are two glasses of ice water on the table between her chair and mine, lemon slices floating on top.
“Drink that, Connie. It will help with your skin tone,” she says by way of greeting, motioning at my face with its glaring under-eye circles.
I lower myself into the chair and take a few sips as she walks me through the guest list she has pencilled into her planner.
I don’t catch much of what she says. I’m still thinking about my white dress, about Meg’s arms around me as I steered us back to shore. We made it to the marina just before dark, when the pink sky was turning purple and reflecting on the waves like scrawls of ink.
I wanted to dip my finger in the water and write my name there next to hers. I wanted to claim those letters, to give them a new meaning all their own, free of anything they’d meant before.
“He has a son he might be bringing. I think he’s a bit older, but still, you two could see the town together, the usual.”
My mother’s finger tapping on a name in her planner pulls me back to the present. I must really be out of it because I can’t stop myself from snapping at her.
“The usual? Like getting called a tease in front of a bar full of people by an idiot who doesn’t understand the word no?”
She lifts her head and blinks at me. “What on earth are you talking about?”
My chest stings again, so hard I almost wince. “I told you. That Graham guy. He insulted me. It was awful.”
She tucks a strand of highlighted hair behind her ear. “I think I would have remembered that.”
“You didn’t, though.”
I should drop it. I should drop it before she brushes it off just like my father did. It hurts less if I stop before they can say much, but for some reason, I go on.
“I told you and Dad I wasn’t going to see Graham anymore because he was very rude to me. He implied that I only wanted to be seen driving around in his car instead of giving him...a certain kind of attention that he seemed to feel he deserved.”
She blinks again, like this is an absolute revelation to her. “He said that to you?”
“Yes. Publicly. Like I told you.”
She shakes her chin from side to side. “Well that is just unacceptable. I would have expected better of Mrs. Beckett’s son. If your father knew—”
“He does know. I told him too. Twice. He said I...He thought it was my anxiety blowing things out of proportion.”
She gets all stiff like she does every time the word anxiety comes up. The most we’ve ever talked about it was when we discussed them helping me start therapy, and that was mostly a conversation about money that lasted all of ten minutes.
“Oh.” She glances away, her throat bobbing as she swallows. “Well, was it?”
There it is. There’s the truly wounding comment I should have tried to avoid.
“I...I guess it doesn’t matter, does it?” I say as the water glass in my hands starts to shake. Droplets have beaded along the sides in the heat, and the cool liquid trickles over my whitening knuckles. “He’s gone now. I just...I don’t really want to see any more boys this summer.”
“Hmm.” She taps on her planner again before scribbling something down. “Maybe that’s for the best. There’ll still be dinners with the families of course, but we won’t do one on ones with the sons. It may actually build some intrigue. A little intrigue is always good.”
She’s back in her happy place, scribbling away as she flips through her calendars. I should feel more satisfied. I got what I wanted. I won’t have to date any more assholes this summer, and even if she didn’t agree for the reasons I hoped she would, she still agreed.
I should be happy.
It’s what I’ve told myself all these years since high school. I should be grateful and happy to have any of this, but being with Meg has made me realize what I passed off as happiness and ‘making the best of things’ was really just a way to drown without fighting the current.
“You’re not running off to that shop tonight, are you?” my mother asks after flipping the planner shut and reaching for her water glass. “I’m making lasagna. I’d like you to be home.”
I shake my head. My parents weren’t exactly thrilled to hear I was hanging out with Meg again. I thought about making up a reason for all the evenings I’ve spent away from home, but living in a small town often makes it risky to tell anything but the truth.
“Meg is in Montreal for the weekend.”
“Oh? Is she moving back?” My mother doesn’t bother hiding how excited she sounds.
“Eventually, yes, but she’s just doing an interview and looking at apartments this weekend.”
She purses her lips. “What does she do again? Painting?”
“Architecture. She’s really good.”
I begged Meg until she gave in and showed me some of her work on the computer at the shop one evening. Even on the clunky old screen, the digital drawings were breathtaking. I didn’t know what most of the lines and symbols meant, but I could recognize the beauty. I saw the poetry in those pixels. What Meg creates is art.
“And she hasn’t got a job yet?”
The judgement in my mother’s tone makes me leap to Meg’s defence like I’m going to war. I should have supported her more when she mentioned the interview, but I can do my best to support her now.
“She had an internship in Europe, but the program got cut. It’s only been a couple months since she found out, and she’s already interviewing, which is impressive. It’s hard to get a job after you graduate.”
“In some industries,” my mother amends, “which is why I’m glad you’re doing so well at the resort.”
“I might want to go to school,” I blurt.
I have no idea where that came from, and judging by the jump of her eyebrows and the way her mouth goes slack, neither does she.
“Someday,” I add. “Soon, I think. I...I feel like I’m more ready.”
I’ve been picturing it more and more the past few weeks, staring at the posters on my walls like I’m about to jump inside them. Then I’ll look around the rest of my room and feel a wave of muscle-clenching apprehension at the thought of leaving the only place I’ve ever known, but still, I picture it.
“You’re more ready or you are ready?”
She says it while looking out at the neatly mown lawn, the question more another chirp of hers than it is an actual question. Still, I make myself answer.
“I think...maybe I am ready.”
She spares me a glance. “You think? Maybe? Connie, I don’t mean to be harsh, darling, but you don’t sound ready to me. I think we can all agree you’re...doing much better. Why would you want to jeopardize that? You can wait another year, and we can talk about it then, maybe look at the schools in Toronto again...”
Those were the only schools they approved of. I grip the arm of my chair extra tight, reminding myself that if I do go to school, it will be on my terms. I have savings. I have a plan. I might have to live in a crappy apartment with eight to ten weird roommates, but I can make it work.
I don’t need their money. What I really need is their support. Every time I think I’ve worked up the courage, they poke holes in it like they’re shooting a balloon out of the sky. Maybe I should be stronger, but it’s hard to rise up from your lowest low when there’s a constant little chirping in your ear telling you to just stay down.
If I could get out of here and think for just a minute, I could find the certainty my mother doesn’t hear in my voice. I could let it climb so high they’d never catch it.
“Mhmm,” I say as I start tapping the side of my empty glass, softly enough that she won’t notice me fidgeting.
I don’t mention I’m writing again, or that I’m thinking of submitting to a publisher, or that I’d still like to take creative writing in school. Those things are too precious to watch them get torn to shreds. Instead, I let her know I need more water and head into the kitchen.
I take the pitcher out of the fridge and place it on the counter, but I don’t fill my glass. I stand there with my hands braced on the counter’s edge, the air conditioning cooling the nervous sweat that’s broken out on the back of my neck. I shiver.
My fingers start tapping out a frantic rhythm I can’t stop. It’s getting bad again: the tapping and picking and jumpiness. I even have the urge to bite my nails, and I thought I kicked that habit years ago.
I try to do my grounding exercise, thinking up rhymes for simple words like cat and sit. It works enough to get me breathing deeply.
I need to get out of here. I’m starting to see it more clearly than ever: maybe the problem isn’t me. Sure, my brain has a tendency to get weird, but I can work with that. I can cope. I can give myself the things I need to feel better.
I just can’t get that here.
“I need to leave,” I mutter as I shove the pitcher back in the fridge without pouring any water.
I sprint up the stairs into my room, not really sure why I’m moving so fast just to get to my mirror. I stand in front of it, staring at a girl dressed up the way her mother—and everyone else with an opinion—wants to see, and I say it again:
“I need to leave.”
I’m so close to something I’ve been chasing for years. I can feel it like the first few sparks of a fire, like I’ve been frantically rubbing two sticks together and they’re just about to catch flame.
I don’t know what will happen when they do, but I know they can’t do it here. I need to let them breathe and build, if only for a few days.
I tear the linen dress off and leave it lying like a discarded cocoon on the carpet. Then I grab my laptop and sit down on the edge of my bed. I pull up the Greyhound website, my whole body thrumming with a different kind of energy than the one that makes me fidget.
That energy always holds me back, keeps me stuck. This one propels me forward.
I’ve missed the morning bus, but there’s a late afternoon one that will get me to Montreal by eleven tonight. I could get a hotel room. I don’t even know where Meg is staying, so it’s probably best not to foist myself on her in the middle of the night.
I don’t even know if she’ll want to see me. I did exactly what she begged me not to: I pushed her away.
I pause for a moment, just before I’m about to hit the ‘purchase’ button.
Even if she doesn’t want to see me, I need this for me. I need to leave—not for her, but for myself. Maybe part of me is chasing her, but the rest of me is chasing the future I should have seized a long time ago.
I buy the tickets and do a rapid search for a hotel, settling on mid-range one that isn’t going to put too huge of a dent in my savings. Then I stare at the receipts as they show up in my inbox.
This is happening.
Before I can have any intrusive thoughts and start looking around for the cancel option, I set my laptop aside and grab my phone. I scroll through my contacts, but there’s really one person I can ask for the favour. I don’t have many friends in this place.
“Connie, honey, I told you to take the day off!” Her warm voice filters through my phone after she picks up on the second ring. “I promise everything is right as rain here. I did used to run this whole ship by myself, you know.”
My boss chuckles at her own comment, and I laugh too, relaxing a little for the first time today.
“I know you did, Bernice. You taught me everything I know.”
“So how can I help, my dear?”
I press my lips together for a second and then blurt it out. “I know this is a lot to ask, and feel free to say no. I...I need a ride to Peterborough today, and I was wondering if you could help. I have a bus to catch.”
“A bus?”
I nod and then remember she can’t see me. “Yes. I’m going to Montreal for a few days. It was a...last minute decision, and to be totally honest, I don’t really want to tell my parents until I’m already gone. I just...I need to get out of here, you know?”
She’s silent for a moment, and then she chuckles again. “Connie, sweetie, it’s about time. I’ll be there to pick you up.”
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CONNIE
I sit on the edge of the crisp hotel bed, my finger hovering over the button to call her. I’ve spent the past hour debating whether or not it’s too early, and now it’s almost ten.
The soft morning light is gaining strength, growing into the harsh glare of a hot summer afternoon. Despite not getting to sleep until almost two, I was wide awake by eight this morning.
All I did last night was head straight from the bus station to the hotel, fending off panic and avoiding looking at my phone’s notifications. I’ve totally ignored all the texts and calls from my parents since I sent them a message about my spontaneous trip.
When I woke up this morning, staring at an unfamiliar beige ceiling, there was a moment when I forgot it all. There was a moment when Chapel Creek seemed like exactly what it is: distant. I felt the unfamiliar thrill of possibility that comes from being in a place where no one knows your name or where you come from or what you’ve done.
I tried to hold onto that thrill for as long as possible. I shielded it like a candle, cupped my hands around it to keep the wind away. I got dressed, took the elevator down to the lobby, and slipped out into the sleepy Saturday morning streets.
I walked around with wide eyes, taking it all in: the rumble of passing cars, the tinny radio music seeping out of shops setting up for the day, the wafts of bitter coffee and sugary pastries from all the cafes drifting in the air. I bought a latte and a croissant, and I ate them on a bench in a little park surrounded by bright murals painted on the sides of nearby buildings.
I was still. I was quiet. There was no voice in my head but my own, and that voice shaped itself into a paintbrush, streaking the walls and sidewalks with a new mural—a new story.
My story.
I can already feel the possibilities nested in every corner of this city, beating their wings like poems waiting to be launched into life.
I want to write the words that are all mine, but if she’ll have me, I want Meg in that story too.
I bring the phone up to my ear, reminding myself to breathe as it rings. The call takes so long to connect I think I’m going to get her voicemail, but then the line clicks and a background din of voices, clinking dishes, and faint music fills my ear.
“Okay, okay, one second,” I hear Meg say, her voice muffled like she’s got her hand over the phone. There are some rustling noises, and then the sounds fade until all I can hear is her breathing.
“Connie?” she says. “Are you okay?”
I can hear the worry in her voice, and I rush to reassure her. “I’m fine. I’m...good, actually.”
“Oh. Phew.”
A beat of silence passes, the weight of where we left things dropping in to lay heavy between us.
“Sorry. Did I interrupt something?” I ask.
“Oh, no. I’m just at brunch with Justice and a couple other people.”
“Oh, I’m so sorry. I should let you get back...” I trail off, wincing at what an idiot I’m being.
“Connie, why’d you call?” she asks like she can read my mind, like she knows I’m in the middle of telling myself I should just call her back later.
I remind myself I’m done doing things later.
“I called because...because you’re right. Chapel Creek was suffocating me, in every way possible. I was trapped. I thought one day it would just get easier, that it’d be like the days when we first talked about leaving, when I felt like I was ready to go anywhere and be anything. That doesn’t just happen, though. I have to make it happen.”
She stays quiet, giving me space to go on.
“I still have a lot to sort out, Meg. I still have no idea what the hell I’m doing or who I am, but I want to find out. I’ve spent the past few days going in circles, and I realized that was all I’d ever do in Chapel Creek, so I left.”
“You...left?” she asks, her voice going extra high-pitched at the end of the question.
“I mean, I didn’t pack a bag and say goodbye forever,” I explain. “I just knew I needed to go somewhere I could actually think, so I got on a bus last night. I’m, uh, in Montreal.”
“WHAT?”
I can’t read the mood behind her shout. She could be jumping up and down with joy. She could also be furious.
“It’s, uh, it’s totally okay if you’d rather not see me,” I say in case it’s the latter. “I just wanted you to know that I...that you...that I don’t want to be stuck anymore.”
“Connie.” Her voice is breathless. “Connie, I am so glad to hear you say that. I mean, yeah, it makes me happy for my sake, but mostly it makes me happy for you. I just...I can’t believe you’re here. You’re here!”
I breathe a laugh into the phone. “I’m here.”
“Oh, and to answer your question, of fucking course I want to see you! Where are you? I’m coming there now. Wait, you got in last night? Where did you sleep? Why didn’t you call me?”
I can hear the shuffling sounds of her moving along the sidewalk as I try to keep up with the questions.
“Wait, Meg, don’t leave brunch! We can meet later.”
She scoffs. “No way. I was mostly done. I’ll transfer Justice what I owe for the bill. Everyone will understand. I need to see you, Connie. It’s only been a few days, but fuck, did I ever miss you.”
My whole chest gets warm. “I missed you too. So much.”
I tell her where my hotel is, and she stays on the call all the way until she loses reception in a metro station. I’m already dressed for the day, but I spend the time waiting for her going through the few clothing options I shoved in a suitcase before leaving. I play around with some hairstyles before settling on leaving it all down with a small section pinned back from either side of my face.
No one has ever made me feel this fluttery before. I want to get everything just right for her.
When she texts me to ask for my room number, I let her know I’ll head down to the lobby, but she insists on coming up. My pulse is pounding like thunder by the time I hear her knock on my door.
I pull it open, and there she is: Meg Doyle. My Meg Doyle. I want to take the sight of her in, but as soon as her eyes lock with mine, I can’t focus on anything else. She could be standing there in her underwear, and I wouldn’t see anything but those eyes.
“Meg.”
“Connie.”
For a few seconds, we don’t say anything else. We don’t move. Maybe it’s four years later and under completely different circumstances than we expected, but we’re finally here, exactly where we wanted to be: in Montreal, together.
My heart feels like it’s too big for my chest.
“Come here.” She pulls me into a hug just before I think I’m about to lose it and burst into hysterical happy tears.
I wrap my arms around her and breathe in the scent of lavender laundry soap. Her body is warm against mine. The ends of her hair brush my cheek. The hug has knocked her baseball cap askew, and when we finally step apart, I reach up to straighten it. She grins at me, and I feel my cheeks heat.
I missed that smile so much.
“So here we are,” she says.
“So here we are,” I echo.
She glances past me into the hotel room, and I step back to give her space to come inside. “Come on in.”
“Hmm.” She takes a cautious step forward, swinging her head around to take in the simple but tidy room. “I think it might be dangerous for us to be alone in a hotel room together. We might not leave all day.”
My thighs tense, and I feel a tug low in my stomach.
“Sorry,” she amends. “Was that too much?”
“No.” I shake my head a few too many times to pass as playing it cool. “No, I, um, I think you’re right.”
“Not that I’d mind.” She leans against the doorway, crossing her arms over her chest in a way that has me wanting to strip for her here and now. “But I’d like to show you some stuff around the city. I was thinking that might be nice. We could...talk, and stuff?”
It hits again, that weight the future holds for us. It’s fainter here than in Chapel Creek, but it still exists. Uncertainty is still such a heavy thing.
“Meg, I have to be honest with you,” I say before we can get whisked off into the blissful whirlwind of a day in Montreal. “I wish I could say I’m ready for...everything. I wish I could say I have a plan I’m ready to stick to and that we’ll take it from there, but the truth is, I’m still sorting that out. I came here to sort that out, and I totally get if what you need now is an answer I don’t have. I’ll understand if you need to go. I just...I want to be honest.”
“Connie.” She uncrosses her arms, one of her hands stretching out to grab mine and squeeze. “I always want you to be honest. That means so much to me. That’s all I wanted in the past, and that’s all I want now. I just want to know what’s going on with you, even if whatever it is makes it hard to be around me like it did before. You can always tell me. You can tell me anything, Connie. I’m here to listen.”
I nod and squeeze her hand back.
“Thank you,” I whisper.
She brushes her thumb over the back of my hand, the sensation comforting and electrifying all at once.
“So,” she says, “you wanna hit the town?”
I keep her hand in mine as I move closer, close enough to lean in and press a light kiss on her cheek. “Absolutely.”
She waits in the doorway while I pack up my purse for the day, and then we head to the elevator side by side. There’s something different about the way she moves here, about the way she walks and carries herself. Even her voice has a different cadence, just slight enough that I’m sure most people would miss it, but I notice every change in her.
She seems more herself, like she’s not downplaying or boxing up any part of what makes her Meg. If I had to give it a name, I’d say she’s got swagger. She’s like the part of the ‘Gravel to Tempo’ music video when Hayley Kiyoko decides to break out into a spontaneous, semi-erotic dance on a cafeteria table.
It’s incredibly sexy, but as much as seeing her like this has me picturing her hands pinning mine against the elevator wall, it also makes my throat get a little thick with tenderness.
She’s so happy, and when it comes down to it, that’s all I’ve ever wanted for her.
“Where are we headed?” I ask to keep myself from acting on the elevator fantasy.
“Oh, a few places,” she says with a wink just as we reach the lobby. “I actually have a couple apartment viewings to go to later today, but you can always chill at the hotel while I do that if you want, or you could tag along.”
“Meg, I’d love that.”
She pauses just as she’s about to pull the glass door open. “You would?”
“Yeah. I want to...I want to see your world here, as cheesy as that sounds.”
She beams at me. “That actually sounds really sweet.”
Out on the sidewalk, I can feel the day building into a hot one, and I’m glad I decided to go with shorts and a flowy white peasant top. Meg is wearing her usual jean shorts, loose t-shirt, and baseball cap outfit. Her arms are stacked with a collection of leather bracelets I’ve never seen before.
“These are cool.” I trail one of my fingers along the smooth leather as she checks something on her phone.
“Oh, thanks.” She glances at me, and our eyes lock for a second.
Besides that party years ago, I’ve never kissed a girl in public before. The streets of the city are filling up with cars and people, but I still want to lean in and taste her. My chest is blazing with this new need to let everyone know she’s with me.
The moment passes when she drops her voice into a fake husky timber and asks, “You like my bling?”
I burst out laughing and let my hand drop. “Your bling? Since when are leather bracelets bling?”
“Bling is a state of mind.”
I snort. “Right. So are those bling too?”
I point at the collection of friendship bracelets still tied around one of her ankles.
“Oh, these are totally bling. I am blinged out,” she jokes as she starts leading us up the sidewalk.
By the time we make it to the edge of a huge park filled with trees and a large pond, we’ve passed two other girls holding hands and two guys as well. They seem so normal, so at ease here in this city filled with thousands of faces.
Meg catches me watching the guys even though I try to hide it.
“It’s a pretty queer city,” she comments. “There are assholes here too, of course, but you can hold hands without feeling like you’re going to end up in the town bulletin or something.”
I force a chuckle. “Yeah, when we have gay guests at the resort, it’s like...there’s just so much awareness, you know? Nobody usually says anything bad about it, but you can tell they don’t really know what to...make of it?”
“Yeah.” She nods, her voice lowering. “Yeah, I know just what you mean.”
She probably feels that directed at her every minute she’s in Chapel Creek. Seeing her in her element like this, I realize more than ever how much she’s giving up every time she goes back home.
“So here we are in the famous Parc Lafontaine,” she says before I can come up with a reply. She puts on a French accent and sweeps her hand out like a tour guide. “An excellent place to get a tan, have a picnic, or smoke a joint, depending on who you ask.”
I laugh as we turn off the sidewalk and onto a path snaking through the park. There are people spread out on blankets and lounging on benches, the paths filled with pedestrians, dog-walkers, and cyclists. The breeze off the pond brings some welcome relief from the heat, and we head towards the paved pathway that follows the shoreline.
“Do you smoke joints?” I blurt.
She chuckles. “Once in a while. It’s not really my thing, but sometimes I’ll join in.”
“Oh, I see. These are your stoner bracelets,” I joke, pointing at her ‘bling.’
She laughs again and gives my shoulder a shove. We’ve made it down to the pond, and as I watch a little duck family swim across the rippling water, it hits me that I haven’t even asked about her interview.
“You have to tell me about that interview! I’m sure you killed it. Where was it?”
She shrugs, but I can see the smile tugging at her lips. “I think I did okay. It was for a theatre company, just a small one. They liked my portfolio a lot.”
“Of course they did!” I shout. “It’s fucking incredible.”
“Wow.” She pretends to be awed. “You said fucking.”
I ignore the way just that word on her lips makes me want to pull her down onto the grass.
“Well, it is that good. I’m sure you’ll get the job.”
“I hope so.”
We’ve reached the turn-off for a wooden bridge that stretches over a narrow part of the pond. We make our way onto it, our shoes clicking on the wooden planks. We stop in the middle to lean against the rail and watch the ducks.
“Oh by the way, I found someone to talk to about, uh, about what happened to my dad,” she says, staring out at the water.
I bump her shoulder with mine. “Meg, that’s amazing.”
She nods. “Yeah, I’ve only had one appointment, but it really helped. It’s still keeping me up at night sometimes, and it feels good to talk about it with someone who knows what to do. Thank you for suggesting it. I doubt I would have done it without you.”
“I’m just glad it’s helping.” I smile at her when she turns to look at me, and then we go back to our duck watching.
“It’s, um, it’s made me a lot more aware of what you were going through,” she adds, “and what you’re still going through. I know it’s not the same as anxiety, and of course I always knew what was happening to you was real and serious, but it’s just...I can understand more now. I still wish you hadn’t cut me out the way you did after high school, but I can see why it happened. I want you to know that.”
“Meg...” I press my shoulder to hers, our pinkies just millimetres apart on the railing. The corners of my eyes start to sting. “Thank you. Thank you so much for saying that. I can see why it hurt you so much, and I wish it hadn’t happened either. I know I did the best I could at the time, but I’m...ready to do better.”
“Yeah?” There’s so much hope in her voice, the feeling etched into every inch of her face.
“Yeah. Whatever happens, I want to hold onto this. To us. I don’t want to lose this.”
I take a quick breath in, and then I cover her hand with mine, lacing my fingers through hers.
She looks down at our hands on the railing and then back at me, her eyes wide. “We don’t have to, Connie. I know public stuff a big step. We don’t have to do anything you’re not ready for.”
“Meg,” I say, my voice filled with more confidence than I’ve felt in weeks, “I don’t want to let go of your hand all day.”
    
I HOLD her hand when we leave the park. I hold her hand on our walk through the city. I hold her hand when we stop in at all her favourite places to thrift for t-shirts and when we she insists we get a mid-afternoon snack at a poutine shop so I can ‘taste the flavour of Montreal.’
I even hold her hand on the way to the apartment viewings we go to. The two of us weird the landlords out by making a pact to speak only in British accents during the tours. We leave both places laughing our heads off and certain Meg isn’t going to take either of the sketchy studio apartments.
When evening rolls around and we’re starting to get hungry again, Meg suggests going to a restaurant together.
“That would be lovely,” I say as we make our way up a quiet, tree-lined street full of quirky old heritage homes. Meg has been pointing out all the noteworthy architectural details to me. Her excited voice and sparkling eyes are infectious even though I don’t know what most of the terms mean.
I can already picture a life for myself here: a backpack over my shoulders filled with textbooks, a metro card in my wallet, and a route home to my apartment that ends with a little walk through the city every day.
“I think I’d like to grab a shower at the hotel first,” I tell Meg. “I’m so sweaty.”
I meant it innocently, but as soon as I hear her breath catch, I’m thinking about way more than a shower.
“Do you...want one too?” I ask.
She snorts. “Wow, Connie. Real smooth.”
I feel my cheeks heat. She bumps my shoulder when I try to stammer out a reply.
“You’re adorable,” she adds.
My heart kicks up like a high-schooler with a crush when she says that.
I let her guide us back to the hotel. She fills the rest of our journey with more architectural narration, including some details about the hotel itself. She really does know her stuff.
I reach the hotel door first and pull it open, but when I look over my shoulder, she’s still standing in the middle of the sidewalk.
“Meg?”
She shuffles her feet. “I meant what I said about going at whatever pace you need. I know you came here to think and figure stuff out for yourself. If you need time alone, I get that. This day has already been perfect.”
“Meg.” I let the door swing shut and backtrack to stand in front of her. “That means so much, but time with you in this city has been exactly what I need to help me figure things out. This day has been a little slice of the life I’ve always wanted, and it’s better than I ever could have imagined. I don’t want this day with you to end now.”
I grab her hand again, squeezing hard and not even caring that we’re on a busy street with cars and people passing by every couple seconds. I lean in to kiss her cheek just like I did in the room.
“Come up with me,” I murmur, a thrill racing through me when I hear her take a sharp inhale. Her grip on my hand tightens.
We can’t get to the room fast enough after that. We hold onto our last threads of patience in the elevator, the tension so thick we’re almost vibrating with it. We both bolt for the room the second the doors slide open, shrieking with laughter when Meg nearly trips on the hallway carpet.
Her hand finds my lower back as I fiddle with the key card, her breath hot on my neck. I can feel her everywhere.
This is what I want.
I know it more than ever now.
We stumble into the room once the lock flashes green, an instant tangle of limbs as she spins me around and slams her mouth against mine.
I kiss her just as hard, our lips parting as we gasp and moan for more. I don’t realize she’s backed me up to the bed until she tips me onto the mattress, letting me land with a soft thud before she climbs on top of me.
Her legs straddle my waist, and her short hair fans out like a curtain around us as she starts kissing me again.
“Meg,” I gasp when she moves her mouth to my neck.
She cups one of my breasts and squeezes hard enough to make me gasp her name a second time.
“You don’t know how good it feels to hear you say that,” she murmurs against my skin.
A few neck kisses later, I’m so riled up I push on her shoulders so I can sit to pull my shirt over my head. Her eyes drop to my lilac coloured bra.
“Damn. You’re a masterpiece.”
I chuckle as my face gets hot. “And you’re a flirt.”
“Yeah,” she says as pulls me closer to cup my face in her hands, “but I’ve never liked flirting with anyone as much as I like flirting with you.”
“Okay, now you’re just being extra flirty.”
She tips her head back to laugh and then presses a quick kiss to my lips, her hands still framing my face.
“I mean it, Connie,” she says, her expression getting serious. “I’ve dated here, but it’s not...it was never...you. You’re what I want. I’ve wanted you since before I even realized I could want you, and I haven’t stopped since.”
“I want you too, Meg.”
I lift one of my hands and place it over her heart, feeling the steady thump under her t-shirt beat against my palm. She presses her forehead to mine, and for a moment, we just breathe.
“Kiss me again,” I whisper after a few seconds.
She grins, and I shiver.
“My pleasure.”
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MEG
I pull Connie closer to me, pressing my face to her neck and digging my fingers into her back as a final shudder runs through me.
“Goddamn,” I breathe.
We’re naked in bed, the comforter kicked to the floor and the soft white sheet tangled around us. We each have a thigh fit between each other’s legs, and I hiss and buck against hers when she pulls her hand out from where she just stroked my clit until I saw stars burst across the ceiling.
“You liked it?” she asks with a shy giggle.
I groan and grind against her thigh a few more times in answer. We haven’t used our mouths on each other yet. I could tell she wasn’t ready for that, but I made her come with my hands until her eyes rolled back and she grabbed the headboard so hard her knuckles went white.
I don’t think I’ll ever get used to how beautiful she is when she lets go like that. She looks so free.
We’re coated in sweat, and with the come down cooling us off, I yank the sheet up higher to fend off an incoming chill. All my muscles have relaxed, and there’s a sleepy, sated haze taking over my mind.
I smell like salty sweat and Connie. I have the girl I’ve always wanted right here in my arms. She sighs and then whispers something I almost miss.
The words make me freeze once I’ve processed them.
“I want to move here.”
She must feel me stiffen, hear the change in my breathing. She shifts around to prop herself on her elbow and look me in the eye.
“You—you do?” I stammer. My throat has gone dry, and my pulse picks right back up again.
“I do.” She nods, testing out a smile like she’s not sure if I’m happy about it. “I’ve been thinking, and I have enough savings to do it on my own. I could apply for the winter term and spend the fall living here and working whatever job I can find to save up a little more.”
I want to pull her down and kiss her again. I want to order room service champagne and spray it all over the hotel room. I want to throw all the windows open and shout the news into the street, but something holds me back.
We’ve been here before. Back when we found out her parents wouldn’t support her going to school in Montreal, we had a plan just like this. She’d stay in Chapel Creek, save up a little, and move here as soon as she could to work in the city and save some more.
Only it never happened. She started doubting that plan days after we came up with it, and a few months later, we didn’t even speak to each other anymore.
“I know that might be hard to trust,” Connie says like she can read my mind, “and it’s okay if you can’t trust it yet. I’ve just been thinking, and...I was wrong, that night at the lookout. I told you the old Connie and the new Connie weren’t very different, but that’s not true.”
She sits up a little further, and we detach ourselves so I’m sitting beside her. I bend over to grab the edge of the comforter off the floor and spread it over the two of us.
“I am different,” she continues once we’re no longer in danger of shivering in the chilly air conditioning. “I know how to take care of myself now. I know how to ask for help when I need it. I’m strong. I really am.”
“You are,” I say, squeezing her hand.
“I’m still working things out. I’m still going to have hard days. I still...I honestly don’t know how to tell the world I’m...whatever my sexual orientation is.” She squints and then shrugs. “I have questions about myself, about every part of myself, but I know I’m not going to get the answers in Chapel Creek.”
I chuckle at that, and she joins in until we fall silent for a few seconds.
“I know I’m not giving you much to go on,” she says, her voice tentative, “so it’s okay if this doesn’t work for you. I’m still going to do it. I’m doing it for me. I just...I’d love to have you in my life, Meg. You’ve always been one of the best parts.”
“Connie...” My voice cracks, and I let the part of me that’s jumping for joy finally come to the surface.
I squeal and scramble out from under the covers to tackle her.
“Bienvenue à Montréalllll!” I shout in my best over-enthused tour guide voice.
She shrieks with laughter and tries to escape me, but I pin her to the mattress. My lips find hers, and we’re about to head straight into round two when I use my last ounce of willpower to break the kiss.
“Connie,” I say, my face hovering over hers, “you’ve always been one of the best parts for me too. I want you in my life. We’ll get where we need to be. Like you said, there will be hard days, but we’ll get there.”
She nods a few times, her eyes starting to get shiny. “We will.”
I give her a peck on the lips and then sit up. “You know what we should do? We should order room service. I’ve never ordered room service in my life.”
Connie laughs as I get up and stomp around the room completely naked, searching for a menu. I end up calling the lobby only to be informed the hotel does not, in fact, have room service. I insist on ordering us delivery dinner with some wine instead.
“I’m specifically telling them to come up to the room,” I tell Connie as I punch the order into my phone, “so it basically is room service.”
She laughs and starts kissing my neck from behind me, which has me falling into bed as soon as I see the order confirmation pop up. She’s put my t-shirt on, and the sight of her perfect body in something that’s mine makes me tackle her a second time. We’re sweaty again by the time there’s a knock on the door.
“Ughhh,” I groan as I let the shirt drop from where I was slowly inching it up her chest. “Bad timing.”
I climb out of bed and slip my jean shorts on, not bothering with underwear, and we both giggle when I pull on her flouncy blouse thing.
“Coming!” I shout at the door as Connie scrambles to put some shorts on too even though I tell her to stay in bed.
I crack the door open a few inches, very aware that the state of my hair and outfit makes it clear I’m mid-tryst, and open my mouth to thank the driver.
My jaw clamps shut as soon as I see him, my whole body going rigid as shock makes the floor tilt under my feet.
“Where is she?” Connie’s dad demands.
His face is a storm cloud, his eyes flashing with lightning aimed straight at me. I can feel the fury radiating off him, a static force field that leaves me braced for a fatal zap.
I thought I’d seen him angry before. I was wrong.
“Where is she?” he repeats, every word razor sharp.
I can’t answer. I can’t move. I can’t even lift my arm to stop him when he pushes the door all the way open and steps into the room.
For a moment, all his simmering composure fades. He staggers back, his mouth dropping open in a silent exclamation as he takes the sight of the room in.
Connie is standing at the end of the bed, her hair a tangled mess and her face so white she looks dead. There are still remnants of the rest of our clothes on the floor. There’s no way to hide what this is.
“Connie,” her dad wheezes, “get your things.”
No one moves. I can see Connie has started trembling, but her face is still frozen in horror. I can’t feel anything yet. It isn’t real. It’s a TV scene unfolding in front of me, and I’m still too shocked to step in and play my part.
The lack of action seems to help Connie’s dad pull himself together.
“Get your things now,” he says, the chilling precision back in his voice. “We’re leaving.”
A squawk of a protest makes its way out of me. I clear my throat enough to rasp, “No.”
He doesn’t even look at me.
“Your mother is in the car,” he says to the still frozen Connie. “We’re leaving, Connie. Get packed.”
“You can’t make her leave!” I shout, my voice ragged.
He flinches but still doesn’t look my way. The lack of response spurs me on.
“She’s an adult. She’s twenty-two years old. This is her hotel room. This is her life. You can’t keep pulling her back into your fucked up little prison!”
That gets him to spare me a glance.
“If I were you,” he says with an ice cold sneer, “I’d shut up. Your father’s business only exists because of mine. Do you know how easy it would be for me to open my own general store right in the resort?”
I flinch at the low blow, but my shock is fading, rage seeping into my system instead. I’ve watched him do this to Connie for way too long.
“Leave my family out of this,” I order as my hands curl into fists.
“Leave my daughter alone,” he snarls. “This may be your...lifestyle, but Connie isn’t like this. Connie is a fragile girl, and you should be ashamed of taking advantage of her like this.”
“You don’t even know her!” I shout. “You know nothing about who your own daughter is!”
I glance at Connie and see she’s shaking so hard she’s backed up against the bed to keep her knees from buckling. Her chest is heaving from panting breaths that seem to be getting more rapid by the second.
“And you do?” her dad demands, flinging his arm out to motion at her. “Look at her. You think this is what she needs?”
“Connie.” I ignore him and rush to her side. I put my hand on her shoulder, but she tenses, so I pull it away and try not to notice the sting. “Tell me what you need.”
She shakes her head. Her nostrils flare with the force of her breathing, and she’s still shaking. Her jaw is clamped tight, but she loosens it enough to get out the words, “I’m sorry.”
“Connie.” I ignore the shadow of her dad lurking in my peripheral vision. I focus only on her. “You have nothing to be sorry for. It’s going to be okay.”
A loud thud makes me glance away. Her dad has thrown her suitcase down in the middle of the floor and starting tossing things from around the room inside.
“What are you doing?” I demand, even though it’s obvious.
“She isn’t well,” he says without looking up. “She needs to come home.”
I want to keep arguing. I want to shout and scream and slap at him like a toddler, but that’s not what Connie needs from me. I turn back to her.
“It’s temporary,” I say in as soothing of a voice as I can manage. “What you’re feeling, it’s temporary. It’s just your body having a reaction. It will end.”
I’ve only seen her have a full-on anxiety attack a few times, but they always started this way: the shaking, the shutting down, the breathing so fast she couldn’t breathe anymore.
She stares past me at the wall, her eyes darting around like she’s looking for something. After a few moments, she closes them, and the rhythm of her panting slows down a few notches.
“How did he...How is he...?”
“I don’t know,” I murmur, picking up on the gist of the question. “I don’t know how he found us, but it’s going to be okay.”
It’s getting harder and harder to believe that as the seconds tick by, but I tell her anyway. Her dad has filled the suitcase with all her stuff out of the closet and bathroom. He zips it shut and leaves it sitting next to the door.
“Time to go, Connie,” he says from behind me. “No discussion. This is too much for you.”
I start to tell her she doesn’t have to listen to him, but before I can get the first word out, she steps past me towards the door.
“Connie,” I beg before she reaches him. “Connie, he’s wrong. He’s so wrong about you.”
She looks back at me, her pale face haunted, and takes a shuddering breath.
“I’m sorry,” she murmurs.
Then she follows him out the door.
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CONNIE
I can’t hear anything as we head down the hallway. I can’t hear my feet on the carpet or the wheels of my suitcase trailing behind me. I can’t hear whatever my father is saying as he trudges forward a step ahead of me, getting further and further away as my shaking legs struggle to keep up.
The edges of my vision keep going black, tunneling my sightline. There’s a whining in my ears, a high-pitched buzz that started as soon as he pushed the hotel room door open. The noise blocks everything else out.
I’m only just realizing what’s happened, working out the information as we walk to the elevators. It comes to me in flashes: his face, Meg’s face, both of them shouting, both of them calling my name.
What am I doing?
More images hit, along with feelings that make my stomach twist with a violent dread. The fear. The panic. The desperate scramble to escape the numbness as my own body got the best of me, took away my very breath and left me fighting just to stay conscious.
I’m still fighting. I’m acting on instinct, on survival skills, doing anything to mitigate the threat.
He’s the threat.
He’s the threat, so I went with him. I did what was expected of me because that’s the only way I’ve ever been able to handle the threat before. I’m on autopilot, and this is where it leads me.
By the time we reach the SUV idling on the curb, I’ve started to hear things again, but I still can’t speak. I’m still too focused on filling and emptying my lungs to do anything except slide into the back seat and glide my fingers along the cool, plush leather.
I focus on the texture, on the temperature, on the way it feels against my skin. I fight to ground myself, to clear the haze and let my brain know it’s okay to stop panicking.
That’s hard to be sure of when both my parents are in the front seat, silent and tense with their shoulders braced in identical sharp lines.
I shut my eyes. I claw at the seat. I come up with as many rhymes for cat as I can. I pull out every trick I know to get control of my own body. My parents stay silent. We’re turning onto the highway to leave the city by the time I finally feel like the attack can’t pull me back in again.
With that clarity comes realization: I left Meg.
I left Meg behind in a hotel room and followed my father blindly out the door. I can’t even remember if I said anything to her. I just slipped into the force of habit and left.
“Where’s my phone?” I rasp. My throat feels ragged from the battle to keep myself from hyperventilating.
Neither of my parents answers.
“Where’s my phone?” I repeat, managing to be a little louder this time.
“It’s here,” my mother says, her tone stilted. “You can have it back later.”
“It’s my phone,” I press.
I need to text Meg. I need to explain. I need to tell her I panicked, that this isn’t who I am, that I’m not leaving her.
“We pay for it,” my mother says, still staring straight ahead out the windshield. She lifts the purse in her lap to indicate she must have taken the phone from my dad. “You can have it back later. Clearly it’s not good for you now.”
It always seemed pointless to take myself off the family plan, even if I could afford it. They’ve never threatened to take my phone away before, even in high school.
Something burns hot inside me, some molten part of me that refuses to be ignored.
“I’m not a child,” I say.
My father barks a cold, sarcastic laugh. “You sure as hell are acting like one. Running away from home to be with that...that girl.”
He says girl like the word tastes rotten in his mouth, and the burning in me gets even hotter.
“I didn’t run away,” I answer, my trembling voice getting stronger and stronger as I go on. “I’m an adult. I went on a trip for the weekend. I don’t have to stay in Chapel Creek.”
They don’t even acknowledge what I’ve said.
“I always knew that girl was a bad influence.” My mother crosses her arms over her chest, her comment directed at my father instead of me. “I always knew she’d find a way to get at Connie again.”
“She didn’t get at me!” I explode. I’ve never raised my voice at them like this, but I can’t stop myself from shouting. “She’s my friend! My best friend.”
“She’s a predator,” my dad says, as calmly as if he hasn’t just launched a horrible accusation at the person I care more about than anyone in the world.
“What the fuck?”
The car almost swerves out of the lane as my father jerks in surprise and my mother gasps.
“Connie!” she shrieks. “What on earth has gotten into you?”
“You do not get to call Meg that!” I shriek right back, leaning forward in my seat so they hear it even clearer. “Meg is nothing like that.”
A moment of silence passes, and I can feel the tension shift and morph into something even more sinister: shame.
They’re ashamed of me for being with Meg. They’re embarrassed.
“She took advantage of you,” my dad finally says through a clenched jaw, “and I know you may feel guilty, but it is her fault that—”
“I don’t feel guilty.” I’m not shouting now, but the words have just as much force. “I don’t feel guilty at all.”
My mom lets out a frantic, almost hysterical laugh that sends a shudder up my spine.
“Connie,” she says, barely holding more laughter in. “Connie, it’s not like you’re...You aren’t like that.”
“Like what? Gay?”
I don’t know what’s taken hold of me, but it refuses to back down. I’m burning up, burning away everything that’s held me back for so long.
“Right.” My mother swallows. “You aren’t gay. I don’t mind Meg, or anyone, being gay, but you aren’t, and she’s trying to get at you. I mean, asking to come up to your hotel room...”
She lowers her voice, trailing off and shaking her head like she’s beyond scandalized. I’m about to tell her off for thinking she has any right to talk about that when it hits me.
She shouldn’t know about that at all.
“How did you find me?” I ask. “How did you know about the hotel? You even knew the room number.”
They stay silent.
“How?” I repeat.
I don’t get an answer, but I see my mother’s eyes flick to her purse.
“My phone,” I mutter, sagging against the back of my seat as the realization hits. “You track my phone. Do you get copies of my texts too?”
Now the silence itself is an answer.
“It’s to keep you safe,” my mother says after a moment, her voice softer than it’s been since I got in the car. “We put the controls on when you...when you weren’t doing very well. We were scared you would...would...We just wanted to watch out for you. We only activate them when we need to. We hadn’t used them in years until yesterday when you took off. We thought we’d just keep an eye on you for the weekend, but when we read you were with her, we—”
“She is not a monster!” I shout, slapping the seat like a toddler throwing a tantrum. I don’t care how immature I look. I can’t take any more of them talking about her like this. “She is not a predator, and to be honest, I don’t think she’s what you’re scared of. I think you’re scared of me.”
My mother lets out one of those bone-chilling hysterical laughs again. “Connie, what are you talking about?”
“You’re scared that I’m different from you,” I say as it all starts to take shape in front of me. Maybe I’ve known all along. “You’re scared that I don’t want the things you want. You’re scared of me struggling with things you don’t know how to handle, so you put me in this box of a life and tell me it’s to keep me safe, but really it’s to keep you safe from facing the fact that I’m not what you thought I was going to be.”
My father takes a sharp breath in. “Connie, that’s enough. You’re very upset, and you need to calm down. You don’t know what you’re saying.”
“Oh, but I do.” I’m about to let out a hysterical laugh of my own. “I really, really do. For the first time in a long time, I know exactly what I’m saying. I know exactly what I need, and it isn’t this.”
“Connie, I’m sorry to say it, but you aren’t in a position to know what you need,” my father begins. “I know you—”
“You don’t know anything about me,” I interrupt, as a foggy memory of Meg saying the same thing back in the hotel room surfaces. She was right. “How can you know me if you don’t even see me?”
“Now you’re just being silly,” my mother cuts in as she clutches her purse like it’s a life preserver that will lift her out of this conversation. “We’re your parents. Of course we see you. We see you every day, and we love you, Connie, and that’s why—”
“I’m in love with Meg.”
The car goes silent, the only sound the rumble of the engine and the wheels underneath us. We’re speeding along the highway, Montreal just a collection of towering buildings in the rear view mirror, but I’m not letting go of that city. I’m not letting go of Meg. I’m not letting go of me.
I’ve probably said it to her hundreds of times since the day we met, but not in the way I mean now. I love Meg, and that truth is a flame to hold above my head so it can lead me forward.
“I love her,” I repeat, “as more than a friend, and she didn’t make me think or feel anything. This is just who I am. I love her, but she’s not the reason I want to move to Montreal.”
I wait for an interruption, for thundering protests from my father or shrieks from my mother, but none come.
“I want to write. I need to write. I’m going to keep needing that whether I pursue it or not, so I want to take what’s in me and become the best at it I can possibly be. I know it’s not the most traditional or sure-fire path, but that’s what I want to study, and I want to do it in Montreal because that city feels right to me. I think I have a real shot at making home for myself there.”
I’ve gotten quieter, the fire in me burning down to crackling embers. They fill me with a warm glow that promises the same thing Meg did: everything is going to be okay.
“But—But—” my mother stutters, her voice lower now too. “But you have a home.”
“I know,” I say, as evenly as I can manage, “and I promise that means something to me, but I’m twenty-two. I need to leave Chapel Creek and live on my own now.”
“But your health—”
“Is under control,” I finish for her.
My father scoffs. I shoot a silent glare at his back.
“I’m still anxious, yes, and I’ll still have bad days, but I know how to handle them. It was hard to believe that with you telling me the opposite all the time.”
I pause and take a breath to keep the venom out of my voice. That’s not going to get me anywhere with them.
“But it’s true,” I continue. “You can talk to my therapist if you want to hear it from someone else. Actually, I think I’d really like that.”
My dad switches lanes to pass two cars in front of us, and my mother only speaks when they’re just specks in the rear view mirror.
“This is a lot, Connie, and I think you need time to think about it. If you’re really mean all the things you’re saying—”
“I do,” I tell her. “I have thought about it.”
“Well, we need to think about it too,” she says. “I’m not even sure what you want from us, but this is so much to take in.”
“What I want,” I reply, resisting the urge to roll my eyes over the fact that I’ve just told them, “is your respect and support about what I’ve said. I don’t need financial help. I’ve been saving for four years. I can move on my own. What I really want is for you to accept that my mental health isn’t holding me back anymore and that I’m ready to go after the life I want, even if it isn’t the one you expected.”
My father scoffs. “Connie, I’ll believe that when I see it.”
“You will see it,” I say, my voice calm even though his words are a jab in my side. “I just thought you might want to start working on accepting it.”
I notice my mother kneading her purse, and for the first time on this whole drive, she turns in her seat to face me.
“We need to think about it,” she says with searching, desperate eyes, almost like she’s pleading. “We’ll all go home, and we’ll think about it.”
It’s more than I’ve ever gotten, and it seems like for now, it’s all I’m going to get.
    
MY MOTHER GIVES my phone back once we pull into our driveway, the motion sensor lights clicking on to fill the dark yard with a yellow glow. It’s pitch black out and nearly midnight now.
After the end of our conversation, we spent nearly the whole five hour drive home in silence, stopping only for a roadside dinner we ate in the car.
The phone is useless to me now, but I take it from her anyway. The smooth white case that used to feel so familiar against my palm now makes my skin crawl.
“I’m going to bed,” I announce as soon as we’ve pulled into the garage.
I’m the first one out of the car and into the house. I don’t stick around to hear whatever they might have to say. I head straight up to my room, my suitcase thumping along behind me, and pull my laptop out as soon as I’ve shut my bedroom door.
I’m not going to use my phone again until I find out exactly what my parents installed on it and whether or not I need to get a new one, but I can still email Meg. I don’t even spare the time to turn any lights on. I sit on the edge of my bed in the dark, the white glow of the screen a harsh contrast as I open up a new email draft.
I hover my fingers over the keyboard, waiting for the words to come.
Instead, I see pictures. I see her face in front of mine in the hotel room, her eyes wide with frantic alarm even as she tried to comfort me. I see her expression crumpled with pain when I turned to look at her one last time before leaving.
I picture things I haven’t seen: what she must have done after, where she must have gone. I left her all alone just minutes after telling her I wanted her in my life.
The guilt hits so hard I have to clutch my stomach as a wave of nausea runs through me. There are a few missed calls from her on my phone, and at least ten texts begging me to tell her I’m all right, but the last one came in two hours ago. The final message forces a low, keening moan out of me:
Please get in touch. I can’t do this again, Connie.
I don’t know what she meant by that. I don’t know where she is or what she’s thinking, but I do know I can’t do this again either. I can’t let myself lose her.
I start typing.
Meg,
I am so, so sorry you’re only hearing from me now. I know this sounds crazy, but my parents took my phone away and have been using it to track me, so I couldn’t reach you until now.
I’m home now. I’m safe.
Meg, I can’t believe I left you. I panicked. I haven’t felt an attack like that come on in a while, and I just went on autopilot and listened to what my parents said because that’s what I’ve always done. As soon as we were in the car and I got the attack under control, I told them I’m going to Montreal whether they like it or not.
Everything I said to you is still true. I meant every word. Meg, you’re one of the best things in my life. You always will be. I want to get you the best hotel room service in the world. I want to go on walks around Montreal every weekend and listen to you talk about the buildings. I want to joke about your bling. I want to eat poutine way too often.
I want you, and I know today probably made you doubt this, but I’m ready for it. I’m ready for us. Please believe me.
Love,
Connie
I hover my cursor over the send button, scanning the letters as they start to swim in front of my eyes. I land on the word ‘love.’
It might be too much. It might not be enough. I send it as it is, my heart thumping in my chest, and then I wait.
I wait in the dark, my computer open beside me as I lay on my side in bed, refreshing the page again and again. I turn my bedside lamp on when my eyes start burning from the screen’s glare, and I try to distract myself by reading the book of Victorian poetry on my bedside table, but I can’t take any of it in.
It’s almost two by the time a reply pops up on my screen.
Connie,
Thank you for letting me know you’re safe, and thank you for saying all that. I don’t blame you at all, and I’m not mad, but I need some time to myself to take today in.
I’ll get back in touch when I’m ready.
Love,
Meg
Dread freezes my blood as I scan the email two more times. I know it’s only a coincidence, but hearing her use almost the exact same phrases as my mother—about time and thinking and taking it all in—has me squeezing the edge of my blankets so hard my nails bite into my palms.
“It’s okay,” I whisper to myself. “It’s okay.”
She just needs time to herself. That’s normal after something like today. It must be. I can’t be losing her.
My gaze drops to the end of the email, focusing on the word she typed too.
Love.
I let those four letters become my mantra, my lifeline, my promise that everything really will be okay.
I’m still saying it over and over when I finally fall asleep.
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MEG
The bus pulls into the tiny Peterborough station, and the déjà vu makes my skin crawl. My family’s truck is waiting in the parking lot, and I half expect Pat to sit up in the bed and wave.
I start gathering my things before we’ve even come to a stop, putting away my phone and ear buds. I collect the wrappers from the entire box of granola bars I’ve shoved into my face over the course of this drive.
My stomach was churning too much for me to eat breakfast in Montreal. I couldn’t even bring myself to grab a sandwich during my transfer in Ottawa. Every option I looked at just made the nausea even worse.
I’m the first one off the bus out of the handful of people stopping here. All I brought is my backpack, so I head straight for the truck while everyone else fishes for their luggage.
I smell it again: that earthy hint of the wild, even though we’re in the middle of town. Another jolt of déjà vu hits.
I might change, but this place never does.
I push up on my tiptoes to check the bed for Pat just in case. Honestly, seeing him staring up at the clouds with a Hot Rod pepperoni stick in hand would be one of the more welcome familiar sights. I could use a laugh and one of our weird chats.
Instead, my mom jumps out of the driver’s side and comes rushing over to pull me into a bone-crushing hug before I have time to get in the passenger side.
“We missed you, Meggy Meg!” she squeals as she squeezes her arms even tighter around me and starts to sway.
“Missed you too,” I grunt, making do with my impaired lung capacity.
She starts to smooth one of her hands up and down my back, and my urge to tell her we’ve done enough hugging fades. My muscles relax, and I lean my head on her shoulder on instinct.
On memory.
Her hugs never change either.
“What’s the matter, honey?” she murmurs.
I haven’t told her anything’s wrong. I haven’t told her about Connie at all, but she picks up on my pain just from the way I lean my weight into her.
“Just tired,” I lie, even as my eyes start to sting. I squeeze them shut to keep the tears from forming and then blink a few times before stepping out of the hug.
She squints at me. “You sure? You know you can tell me anything, right? I’m your mother.”
I can’t, though. It’s not my place to tell Connie’s story. Even if I did open up her, I can only imagine what barrage of lesbian slang she’d use to try to relate to me when what I really need is someone who will just listen and tell me they get it.
Chapel Creek doesn’t get it. Yesterday was more than enough proof of that, and while my parents are nothing like Connie’s, queerness isn’t something they’ve been raised to see as anything but other. It sticks out, just like me when I’m in my home town and daring to be myself.
“I’m fine.” I shrug and try to sound breezy. “Just a long drive.”
She pats me on the shoulder. “Let’s get you home for dinner.”
I dump my backpack in the back seat and then get in front, slumping down in the passenger side as soon as I have my seatbelt on. My mom gives me a concerned look but doesn’t press things. She starts the car, and the radio comes on, playing a country pop song that takes me back to the sauvignon blanc night as soon as I hear the first note.
I clamp my fingers around the edge of my seat to keep my eyes from watering again. This is getting ridiculous. Every fucking thing makes me think of Connie.
I spent the whole drive here fighting the urge to text her. The fact that she possibly can’t get texts right now helped, but it was still a close call. Every inch of me is burning with the need to get to her, to be with her, to tell her this will all be all right and that we’ll forget yesterday even happened.
Only I can’t forget it. I can’t get it out of my head. Driving to Chapel Creek just like I did with Pat a few weeks ago makes it even harder to shake the feeling that’s been haunting me since I found myself standing in an empty hotel room:
I’ve been here before.
I’ve had a future with Connie in my grasp just to have it yanked away like someone stealing my heart out of my hands when I was about to offer it myself.
I don’t blame her for yesterday. I know she means what she said in her email, but I don’t know how to trust that I won’t keep getting left behind again and again and again.
I don’t know if I’m a terrible person for worrying about that.
My mom hums along to the upbeat, aggressively catchy chorus, and if I close my eyes, I can see Connie beside me on the bench outside the bar. I can hear her laugh. I can smell her hair. I can remember the violent drop of my stomach when she left the way she did.
“Oh, honey!”
I swipe at my cheeks, but it’s too late. My mom has already noticed the two hot, salty tears.
“Honey, please tell me what’s wrong,” she begs. “I can help.”
I shake my head and rasp, “I don’t know if you can. I...I don’t know what to do.”
More tears are falling now. I need to get it together, but my throat has gotten thick. My nose is filling with snot, and before I know it, I’m letting out big, heaving sobs in between pathetic little sniffles.
“Oh, baby! Hang on.”
My mom swings the car onto a little dirt road off the highway and steers us up the lane between two farmer’s fields. She cuts the engine once we’re parked between two corn fields filled with stalks even taller than the truck
“Come here.” She takes her seatbelt off and leans across the console to throw her arms around me in an awkward sideways hug.
As soon as I feel the pressure of her touch, I start crying even harder. “I just—I just—Mom, I really don’t want to be here.”
I know that probably stings to hear, but I start sobbing so much I can’t stammer an apology.
“It—It’s just—” I try again after a few moments of her holding me. “I d-don’t belong in Chapel Creek. I can’t be me there, and it s-s-sucks.”
“Oh, honey.” She gives me a squeeze. “Of course you belong. It’s your home.”
I shake my head. It’s just like I thought; she tries, but she doesn’t get it.
“You do,” she urges. “Dressing different or acting different or loving different doesn’t mean there can’t be a place for you.”
“But there isn’t,” I say, a little clearer now that the sobs are calming down. My voice is still thick from my clogged nose and throat. “There’s a place for Emmett’s sister or dad’s kid or...C-Connie’s friend, but there’s no place for me. I don’t fit when I’m me. I’m just a freak. A weirdo. I mean, even to you, I’m a bunch of lesbian trivia definitions.”
“What?” Her grip loosens, and she pulls back to look me in the face.
I can only hold her gaze for a few seconds before I have to drop eyes to my lap when I see the pain I’ve caused.
“Meg,” she asks, her voice barely more than a whisper, “is that really what you think?”
“I mean, I...” I spread my hands in front of me as another sniffle takes over. “I know you love me, Mom, and that means the world to me, but sometimes I feel like a freak show when you ask me all those questions about lesbian stuff. It’s nice that you want to be involved, but I just...all I really need is for you to listen when I want to share with you.”
“Meg...” She sniffles too, and I glance at her to find her eyes have gone misty, which just starts me crying again too.
This is not how I saw the drive home going.
“Meg, I had no idea you felt that way. I’m so sorry.”
I shake my head. “I know you were doing your best, and I know I probably should have tried harder to make this clear, but it’s...it’s kind of like with that cake you made when I came home a few weeks ago. You asked me if I wanted a party, which was really sweet and I appreciate it, but I did mean it when I said I just wanted a quiet night. That’s what I needed, and it’s the same with this. When I tell you I’d rather you stopped asking those things, it’s because I really do need it.”
“Meg, I...” She trails off and settles herself back in her seat, running her hands through her curly hair as she stares straight ahead with tear-streaked cheeks. “I’m so sorry. I knew as soon as Emmett was diagnosed that you’d grow up feeling overshadowed, and I wanted to avoid that as much as possible. I didn’t want you to have to feel that way. You were such a sweet kid. You never complained about any of it, and I thought maybe you were too scared to ask for things like big parties or after school activities or trips to the mall. I thought it would help if you didn’t have to ask.”
I turn my head to stare at her. She hasn’t moved, and I blink a few times as I process what she said.
“Mom, I really appreciate that. I do want you to know you’re amazing—you and Dad. Sometimes it was hard growing up with a brother like Emmett, but that was guaranteed from the start, and it was way more amazing than it was difficult.”
“I just...” She shakes her head and sniffs. “I can’t believe I let you down like that.”
“Mom.”
I reach over and grab her arm. She jerks in surprise before looking at me and then laying her hand over mine.
“Let’s not make this too dramatic,” I joke, letting out a watery chuckle. “It’s not like I’ve felt that way every waking minute of my life, and a lot of the stuff you do is really nice and wonderful. It’s just sometimes...sometimes what I really need is for you to listen and just...see me.”
“Of course.” She squeezes my fingers. “Of course, baby.”
I chuckle again. “Darn, Mom, you’re gonna make me cry again.”
That gets a laugh out of her, and we both relax into our seats after a moment. The car is starting to heat up, and she rolls both our windows down. I can hear crickets chirping and the rustling of corn leaves. The humid air smells like dust and dirt baking in the heat.
“I don’t think you’re a freak, Meg,” she says. “I ask you those questions about being a lesbian because I want you to know you don’t have to be embarrassed or hide who you are. I want to know who you are, and I see now I can do that better just by listening.”
My heart swells as she says exactly what I’ve wanted to hear for years.
Maybe some things can change around here.
“Thank you. That...that means a lot.”
She pushes her hair out of her face again and then gives me a tentative smile.
“So...would you like to start now?”
“Start now?” I repeat, tilting my head to side.
“Is there anything you’d like me to listen to before we get attacked by the Children of the Corn?”
I laugh at the reference to an old horror movie I’ve never actually seen. Both she and my dad say it scarred them for life back in the day.
“I mean, since it might be my last chance...” I joke.
We both chuckle, and then I sigh. I’ve thought things with Connie over a million times in less than twenty-four hours, and I’m going in circles. I don’t know if any part of what I’m feeling makes sense. Trying to handle it on my own clearly isn’t working.
“This is...It’s not exactly my place to say this, and it’s really important that this person’s privacy is protected, but I’m trusting you with it because you’re my mom.”
She dips her head in a solemn nod. “Of course.”
I feel it again: that swelling in my chest. I didn’t know how much I was craving the chance to just talk to her and have her hear me, and my whole body is lighting up with relief.
“I...I have feelings for Connie, and she has feelings for me too.”
I wait for some kind of a reaction to the bomb I’ve dropped, but all she does is nod again.
“You seem, uh, calm about that?”
She chuckles. “I am your mother. Even before you came out, I had my suspicions. To everyone else, you were just best friends, but part of me knew you might feel something special for her.”
I gawk at her. “Really? I mean, I didn’t even know until just before I came out.”
She laughs again and shakes her head. “Like I said, I am your mother.”
Maybe I should be embarrassed, but instead, the relief of recognition sings out even louder inside me.
“So I take it this summer, you two have been an item?” she asks.
I almost tease her over how old it makes her sound to use the term ‘item,’ but I figure it’s probably good to go light on the teasing for now.
“Um, yeah.” I answer. “I mean, not officially. We knew I’d be leaving sometime this summer, and we were just kind of seeing where it went. She’s also not out at all—which is fine. I don’t blame her. Her parents are nuts, and this whole town is obsessed with her being the perfect, like, First Daughter of Chapel Creek. It just meant we couldn’t tell anyone.”
“That must have been hard.”
I nod, admitting it myself for the first time too. “Yeah, I...I want to support her, but it does get hard.”
Being with her in Montreal made me realize just how much I’d been missing out on and how good it felt to do something as simple as holding hands while we walked up the street.
“She...So you remember how she started to get pretty anxious towards the end of high school?”
My mom overheard Connie having trouble breathing one day when we were hanging out in my room. I had to go out and tell her Connie was just feeling a little nervous, but she pieced it together when the same thing happened a few more times.
“Yes, that poor thing. She was really struggling.”
I nod, and then I give her the condensed, parent-appropriate version of the past four years of Connie’s life, starting with the dissolution of our friendship, through her time working for the resort while her parents kept persuading her she wasn’t ready to leave, and all the way up to the drama of yesterday. By the time I finish, her jaw has dropped and her eyes are bugging out of her head.
“He dragged her out of a hotel room?”
“I mean, he didn’t drag her, but it was pretty close to that.”
She lets out a shocked squawking sound that would make me laugh if it weren’t so close to how I felt in the minutes after Connie left the room.
“That’s horrible. I’ve never liked that man, but that is something else.”
“Yeah, he’s...” I pause and bite back all the swear words that come to mind. “He’s something else.”
“And Connie’s with them in Chapel Creek now?”
I nod. “Yeah. That email was the last thing I heard from her before I said I needed some...some time.”
I can hear the shame in my voice. My mom leans over to hug me again.
“Of course you needed time, honey,” she says as she pulls away. “Anyone would after something like that. It’s a lot to take in. How he behaved was so inappropriate, and to see Connie leaving like that when what you have is still so new and delicate...Don’t you feel bad at all for needing some time after that.”
“But...are you sure?” I ask, my voice going wobbly. “I mean, it’s not her fault her parents are like that, and it’s not her fault anxiety sucks so much. I should be able to just deal with it all, right? If I really lo—I mean...if I like her this much, I shouldn’t be questioning if I can take something like that again, right?”
“Meg. Baby.” She reaches over to cup my cheek. “You’re one of the sweetest, most patient people I know. You never told Connie anything was her fault. You just asked for a little time, and everything you’re feeling is completely normal.”
“I just—I—I feel like I’m being selfish for struggling at all,” I blurt as the damn tears starting working their way up again.
“That’s exactly how I felt when Emmett was growing up.”
I squint at her. She was always a supermom for Emmett—for both of us, for the whole freaking community. I’ve barely seen her at less than one thousand percent enthusiasm throughout my whole life.
“It’s true,” she says, laughing at my confusion. “There are still some days when I feel like that now, but it was especially hard during the heart problems when he was a baby, and then a few years later when we found out what developmental challenges he was going to be facing. Sometimes I’d shut myself in my room for the few seconds I got to myself here and there, and I’d just scream into a pillow. Of course, then I’d feel terrible and so guilty I was sick to my stomach. I’d ask myself exactly what you just did: if I love my son and would do anything for him, why is this so damn hard for me?”
“Mom...” I see the pain in her eyes, one I’ve never noticed before, and this time it’s me who leans across the console to hug her. “I had no idea.”
“I know.” She smoothes down my hair as I cling to her. “For a pro-honesty household, it seems like we have a lot we need to get better at being honest about.”
I hold her tighter. “We’ll get there.”
“You’re right, baby. We will.”
I sit up straight and take a long, deep breath. “I just don’t know what I’m supposed to do.”
“Do what you’re already doing,” she answers. “Take some time. Give the answers time to come, and try as best you can to let the guilt go. That’s something I learned after I started talking to some other Down syndrome moms on Facebook. The guilt doesn’t serve anyone. You’ve got to feel what you feel if you ever want to work through it.”
“Wow, Mom,” I say, allowing myself a moment of teasing. “Did you learn that on Facebook or in a monastery? I feel like I’m listening to a monk read from a scroll.”
She punches my shoulder. “Smartass.”
“Thank you, though,” I add. “That helps.”
“One last thing from the monk,” she says, holding up a finger like she’s delivering a lecture. “It won’t make you a bad person to decide this isn’t going to work for you. I’m not saying that will be your answer, but if it is, that’s okay. You’ve been so wonderful about not pushing Connie and supporting her through this, but you’re allowed to have needs too, and if she’s not at a point in her life where she can meet them, that’s not your fault or hers. Like we’ve learned today, all you can do is be honest and listen to each other.”
I nod, but I’m not ready to even consider that option yet. Just the thought of losing Connie has my gut twisting in knots.
I can’t find the words to answer her, so instead I shrug off the turmoil and bring my palms together in a prayer gesture, bowing my head behind them.
“Amen,” I say in a solemn voice.
She shakes her head. “God, you really got that smartass streak from your father.”
She starts the car, and even though I’m still filled with more questions than I can count, I let myself breathe and focus on the wind in my hair, the song on the radio, and my mom singing along beside me.
    
ON TUESDAY AFTERNOON, I wander out of my room to take a break from working on a few architecture drafts. I figured I could channel the nervous energy that’s consumed me for the past few days into something productive. My mom is at the kitchen table working on something on her laptop, and she calls out a greeting as I start ravaging the fridge.
Things have been tentative but promising for the two of us since I got back on Sunday. We’re both a little more cautious in the way we speak to each other, but when we’re not caught up in conversational tip-toeing, we laugh and talk with a new level of understanding. It almost feels like making a new friend.
“Any word from the apartments?” she asks as she types away on her keyboard.
“I think I have a shot at that one with the big windows,” I answer as I pull a tub of yoghurt out of the fridge and start scooping some into a bowl. “I just need to see what else they need from me to get a lease together.”
I’ve been putting that off since Sunday. I toured the bright studio apartment in the heart of the Plateau right after my job interview on Friday, and it seemed like a perfect fit. I’ll probably lose it to someone else if I take any longer than today to reply to the landlord’s latest email, but I keep working on sketches instead of tending to my inbox.
If I take the apartment, this will all be real. My dad’s neck brace comes off next week, and he’s been cleared to go back to work after that. The apartment lease would start next month. With my money all returned from France, I have enough savings to get me through a couple months of job hunting if needed, and I could always get something part time while I look.
I’d have no reason to stay here.
Except Connie.
I haven’t replied to her yet. I’m still running in circles in my head, even with all my mom’s great advice. I want to believe she’s ready to move, but this weekend messed with my head. I can’t stop picturing her leaving again and again, always exactly when I realize I want more with her.
I don’t know what I’d need to be certain, and even if I did, I don’t know if it would be something she can give.
I lean against the counter while I think, shovelling yoghurt into my mouth until I’m scraping the bottom of the bowl. I’m hungrier than I realized, and I dig around the freezer for something pre-made I can pop in the oven.
That’s when I spot the cake with my name on it in a Tupperware container.
“Uh, Mom?” I ask as I pull it out and hold it up for her to see. “Did you get an early start on my birthday this year?”
“Oh.” Instead of laughing, she blushes. “You weren’t supposed to see that. I, um, had it ready for Sunday night, but after our talk, I realized welcoming you home with a cake probably wasn’t the best course of action.”
I look between her and the cake a few times, and then I burst out laughing. She looks nervous for a moment, but when my laugh attack gets so strong I have to put the cake down and clutch the counter, she starts to join in.
“I love you, mom. You know that?” I say once I can speak again.
She beams at me. “I love you too.”
I tap the lid. “Maybe we could have it tonight. It does look good.”
“Whatever you like.”
I leave it on the counter to defrost and go back to looking for some lunch. I find a box of grocery store spring rolls and set the oven to preheat. While I’m waiting, I pull my phone out of my pocket to sit on the counter and scroll through Instagram, but an email notification grabs my attention.
I freeze. Then I gasp.
My mom looks up. “What is it?”
I’m too busy scanning the words to answer. My heart is going crazy as I double-check to make sure I’m understanding correctly.
“I...I got the job,” I stammer. “I got it. They want to hire me.”
“The architecture job?” My mom has jumped to her feet to come closer. “For the theatre?”
I nod and thrust my phone out, too stunned to say any more. She grabs it from me.
“Meg!” She gasps too. “Oh my goodness! You got the job!”
She pulls me into a hug, and reality starts to hit.
“I got the job,” I repeat, my voice dreamy.
“Honey, I am so proud!” She glances at the cake and grins. “Looks like we do need this tonight. That is, if you want to celebrate. This is your day. We’ll do it your way.”
“I...”
I stare down at my name spelt out in red icing, just three letters instead of the usual Megan that goes on my cakes, and a smile so wide it almost hurts stretches my cheeks.
“I want to celebrate,” I finish. Part of my life might be a tangled mess, but this part right here is working, and I want to focus on that tonight. “Maybe...maybe we could go to the Purple Peaks lodge for dinner? If that’s okay?”
My mom grabs my hands and starts jumping up and down. “I would like nothing more.”
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CONNIE
I close my laptop where it’s sitting on the coffee table in front of our living room couch and glance at my parents sitting on either side of me.
The couch is a huge grey, upholstered L-shaped thing big enough for us to sit with a two-cushion distance between us, but we had to squish together to fit on my webcam.
As they shift around in awkward silence, I realize I can’t remember the last time we were all this close to one another. Part of me wants to jump away from them as fast as I can, but another part of me is being tossed into distant, foggy memories. I can feel their steady grip as I walked up the driveway with a hand linked in each of theirs. I can remember my mother stroking my hair while we all sat on a couch just like this to watch the opening credits of a Disney movie.
I hold onto those memories and pray for a spark of that ancient connection,
“So,” I begin, “what did you think?”
We’ve just gotten off a call with my therapist. I wasn’t supposed to have my regular meeting with her until Friday, but when I explained the situation, she said she’d be happy to talk with me and my parents and managed to fit us in last minute.
“She seems experienced,” my father says after a moment of silence. My mother nods.
I take a deep breath and remind myself to be patient, to focus on what I can control, not what I can’t. I can’t control their reactions, but I can keep myself under control when I hear them.
“She didn’t say you should live on your own,” my father adds.
Again, I breathe and keep my voice as even as I can.
“She said she can’t make that judgement call,” I remind him, “but she said believes I have all the tools I need to sustainably manage my anxiety wherever I’m living.”
“Do you believe that?”
“Yes,” I answer without hesitating. “I believe that. I rarely have attacks, and when I do, I know how to handle them, and I recover quickly. She did say that most adults with anxiety disorders lead safe, independent lives. People with way more severe symptoms than me can still move to new cities and get new jobs and be okay.”
“But what job are you going to get, Connie?” my mother asks as she squeezes her hands together in her lap, staring down at the floor.
She’s barely said more than three sentences to me today, and her eyes flit away from mine whenever I walk into a room. I’ve seen the way her shoulders tense, like she’s nervous around me, and every interaction proves I was right about what I said in the car on Saturday: my parents are scared. They’re scared to see me being who I am and going after what I want.
“I have almost four years of experience in administration and event planning,” I answer. “I’ve looked at job listings in Montreal, and there are plenty I’d qualify for, especially if I put some work into brushing up on my French. Even if I don’t find something in that field, there are lots of service jobs in Montreal. All I’m looking for is something to get me through to the winter term or next fall, depending on what university program I go with.”
My father scoffs again. “I thought you wanted to do that writing thing. Isn’t that the whole point of you going to Montreal?”
“Yes, but I’m giving myself options.” I pause and take another deep breath. “Mom, Dad, I want to show you I’m serious about this, that I’ve put thought into it, that I can do it. I have everything prepared, and I’d like to take you to dinner at the Purple Peaks lodge tonight to talk about it like adults.”
My father tilts his head to the side. “You’re taking us to dinner?”
I nod. “I’d like to do this for you, and in return, I’d like you to hear me out.”
My mother smoothes her hands along the front of her slacks a few times before she speaks.
“I do have a chicken in the oven, but...” She looks up and holds my gaze for longer than she has since we got back on Saturday. “It will keep.”
I press my lips together as a grin threatens to break out. Coming from her, that’s as good as a truce.
“That’s great, Mom. Thanks. The reservation is for eight.”
I don’t get more than a nod from my father before we all disperse. I jog up the stairs to my room with my laptop under my arm and then swap it for the envelope sitting on my desk.
It’s a big envelope, as wide and long as a sheet of paper, and even though it’s already heavy, the hope, thrill, and terror it holds inside makes the package weigh even more.
My name and address are written in the return field, on a label I printed just to be extra professional, and another label in the middle spells out the address of the small Canadian press that sent out the email about poetry submissions.
I smooth my hand over the brown paper before I head back downstairs with my heart in my throat. I shout a brief announcement about running an errand, and then I pull some shoes on and grab the keys for the Volkswagen.
Chapel Creek isn’t big enough for a post office, so I speed down the twisty highway to the next town over, thankful the lodge only had a reservation at eight since I’ll barely make it back by then.
The envelope sits on the passenger seat beside me. As I drive, I shift between thinking of it as a precious child I’m conveying to its glorious destiny and as a ticking bomb I need to get rid of before it blows up the whole car.
My heart is still going haywire when I pull into the little parking lot in front of a pharmacy with a Canada Post counter inside. I get out and shiver when the automatic doors slide open, not sure if it’s from the air conditioning or the nerves kicking in. I speed-walk towards the red sign at the back of the store and stop in front of the empty counter.
I stand there tapping my foot and rubbing the edge of the envelope as I wait for an employee to appear. A girl who can’t be more than nineteen comes out of the back room a few seconds later, her red hair tied back in a ponytail and a nametag that reads Amy clipped to her Canada Post polo shirt.
“Oh.” She blinks, and her greeting-the-customers smile fades only to be replaced by a genuine grin as her eyes spark with recognition. “You’re, uh, Connie Shipley.”
I nod and do my best to smile too as she takes in the surface-level image of Connie Shipley I’ve helped cultivate for so long.
“And you’re...Amy?” I say, pointing at her name tag.
She blushes. “Yeah. Ha. I know it’s, uh, weird I know your name. We went to the same school. I was in grade eight when you were in grade twelve.”
“Oh, cool.” I shift the manuscript around under my arm. “Nice to meet you.”
She nods towards the envelope. “Wow, I’m being super unhelpful. Would you like to mail that?”
I smile for real now. “That would be great.”
She gets everything good to go, and once I’ve paid and she’s handed me the receipt, she taps the front of the envelope. “I’m being nosy, but is this a book or something?”
I freeze, and a dozen ways to lie or downplay or avoid the question altogether spring to mind. I’m about to tell her it’s just some ‘business stuff’ when it hits me: all I’ve done for the past four years is downplay and avoid.
“It’s actually, um, a poetry collection,” I blurt. I stare at the envelope instead of her, blood rushing in my ears.
“Poetry?” she repeats. “That’s so cool! Did you write this?”
I nod and risk a glance at her. The enthusiasm in her voice is matched by her wide eyes. “I did.”
She lifts the envelope up like she’s testing its weight. “Wow. That’s a lot of poems. So, you’re getting, like, published?”
I chuckle. “I have no idea, but that’s the hope.”
“Well, I’ll put some extra postal service magic on it,” she says as she wiggles her fingers above the label like she’s sprinkling fairy dust. “They’re going to love it.”
“Thank you.” I beam at her as my nerves shift into something closer to excitement. “I hope they do.”
    
THE BATHROOM at the Purple Peaks lodge smells like pine logs and flowery cleaning products. I stand braced in front of one of the sinks, staring at myself in the low lighting as the muffled din of voices from the main room competes with the soft piano track on the bathroom speakers.
My face feels hot, and I wish I could splash it with water without ruining the makeup I threw on in the minutes I had to spare after getting back from the post office.
We just received our main course, right after my parents listened to my plan for Montreal over appetizers and wine.
They held up their end of the deal and really did listen. The glowing high I felt after leaving the post office stayed with me all the way through my mini presentation, which included a folder full of financial information, budget spreadsheets, university and scholarship details, and a few printed out apartment listings to show the kind of places available.
I may have slacked off at work on Monday to get it all done.
They didn’t say much after, but I could tell they were impressed. They poured over each of the documents like they were looking for flaws and came up empty-handed every time. By the end, my father told me I’d clearly worked hard and lifted his wine glass my way.
Then he dropped the bomb.
I’d be able to take this seriously if I didn’t think you were doing it all for that girl.
That girl.
Like he hasn’t known her name since I was in the seventh grade, like she doesn’t even deserve a name anymore.
Everything got hazy after that. I remember looking to my mother for backup, but all she did was stare down into the depths of her wine. I mumbled some excuse and took off for the bathroom before I could crumple in front of them.
I reach for the faucet and settle for splashing the back of my neck instead of my face. The cool droplets work to ground me. I focus on the sensation of the liquid drying on my skin, breathing until the world comes back into focus.
Maybe I could have handled the comment if I’d heard anything from Meg since that email Saturday night, but there’s been nothing.
I know she must be back in town by now, and it’s taken everything I have not to drive over to the shop just to get a glimpse of her. She asked for space, and I need to give it to her, but every day that goes by makes me wonder if we’re ever going to fill the space between us now.
All I want is a chance to prove I’m ready, just like I’m asking my parents for tonight. I want to show the whole world I’m ready for more than this town, and I want to do it with Meg’s hand in mine.
If she’ll ever let me hold it again.
I splash my neck a couple more times, and then I roll my shoulders back and head into the din and bustle of the restaurant. I may have to wait for a chance to prove myself to Meg, but I can handle my parents tonight.
“This isn’t about Meg,” I say, sliding back into my seat at our booth against the wall without any preamble. “This is about me.”
I ignore the steaming chicken strips on the giant salad in front of me, and both my parents pause in the middle of eating their own dinners.
“I want to move to Montreal for me,” I continue. “This is my dream.”
“I’m sorry, Connie, but I find that a little hard to believe,” my father answers. “You had this idea with her years ago, and you’ve only started talking about it again now that she’s back.”
“That’s not true,” I counter as I twist a napkin around in my hands under the table. “I’ve brought this up several times since, but I always let myself get convinced I’m not ready. This year I know I am.”
“I just think you should think about it more,” my mother says as she grips the stem of her wine glass, “and I think you should...you should stop being around her. You should clear your head. Then we can talk about what you really want.”
“What I really want is—”
I cut myself off mid-sentence as my eyes drift to the latest group of customers to walk in. For a moment, I can’t process the sight. I don’t know why my throat goes dry and the heat rushes back into my face. I blink as I watch them wait under the industrial-style chandelier hung from the wooden beams above the hostess stand.
Then it clicks.
Meg is here. Meg’s whole family is here. Her mom is dressed up in a yellow sundress with her curly hair framing her face. Her dad and Emmett are both wearing button-downs, and even though Malcolm is still in his neck brace, he looks thrilled to be out of the house.
I notice all that in flashes, just little details that make it into my awareness while the rest of me is focused on Meg. She’s wearing a striped, short-sleeved collared shirt and those same black, high-waisted shorts she wore on our date.
The same shorts that ended up on the floor of the boat while we made each other come for the first time.
My face gets even warmer, and as her mom speaks with the hostess, all I can do is stare. Meg is a magnet. She grabs onto every part of who I am and pulls me closer, no matter how long it’s been or how far we’ve gotten from one another.
My parents gawk at me gawking, but they don’t notice the Doyles until they’re being led to a table. I’m so caught up in watching Meg I don’t realize what table they’re headed for until the hostess is pulling out their seats.
Normally, my family gets a table up in the loft that overlooks the first floor, but we also normally book more than a day in advance. During high season, even weeknights at the lodge are packed. I could have dropped my name to secure our usual spot, but being that elitist made my skin crawl.
My parents grumbled about the booths being so close to the tables in the middle of the floor. Now the table directly across from us is being offered to Meg’s family.
I’m still staring at her when she cranes her neck around to take in the restaurant and spots me. Her eyes flare wide when they meet mine, and I watch a thousand different emotions play out across her face while mine twists and twinges with just as many.
I want to run to her. I want everything to be okay. If I could just hold her, I could fix everything. My arms ache with the need to fold her into them.
We’re locked in a standstill, and out of the corner of my eye, I see everyone is now looking between the two of us. I don’t know if I should speak. I don’t know if I can. I’m frozen, my throat parched and my muscles numb.
My father is the first one to clear his throat.
“Excuse me,” he says in the commanding voice he uses to give instructions to his employees. “A word, please?”
I glance at him to figure out who he’s talking to, and the spell breaks. When I look back at Meg, she’s staring at the floor and grimacing. My stomach goes hollow when she doesn’t try to catch my eye again.
“Yes, Mr. Shipley?”
The hostess takes a few steps over from Meg’s table and faces my father with a nervous, fake smile on her face.
He leans closer and drops his voice, but it’s still loud enough I’m sure Meg and her family can hear him. “Is it possible to move that family? The table is very close, and we’d prefer if they didn’t sit there.”
I hear someone gasp over at Meg’s table, and I make the same sound as the room starts getting hazy.
I’ve seen him be rude and demanding before, but this is something else.
The hostess blinks and tries to collect herself, wiping the shock off her face to replace it with another smile so fake it’s almost creepy.
“We do have a full house tonight, Mr. Shipley,” she says in a bright voice that wavers at the end.
His eyebrows furrow. “Who’s the manager on duty tonight?”
Now I can’t look at Meg either. There’s a ringing in my ears, and I can feel the gruesomely familiar sensation of tight bands wrapping around my chest, squeezing until I can’t pull enough air in and need to breathe faster and faster.
Not here. Not now. Please no.
I wrap a fist around the cloth napkin still clutched in my hands, focusing on curling and uncurling my fingers to keep me steady. I should say something. I’m just sitting here, just going along with him like I always do. I need to let her know I’m on her side, but I can’t find the words. I can barely find the air.
Then a flash of yellow catches my eye and pulls me back into the moment. Meg’s mom steps up and puts her hands on her hips.
“Meg,” she says, looking at her daughter, “I want to say something to this man. Is that okay with you?”
Meg blinks. “Uh...yeah. You know what? Go for it, Mom.”
Meg nods, crossing her arms over her chest and facing our table. Just the sound of her voice after a few days of not hearing it hits me with a pang of longing so sharp I’d be losing my breath if I hadn’t already.
Peggy walks right up to the edge of our table, leaving my parents and the hostess gaping at her with as much shock as if she’d just burst into song.
“Mr. Shipley,” she says in a voice dripping with fake sweetness, “it appears you don’t think my family is worthy to eat a meal in your presence, but you should know that we are not leaving this table. It is our reservation, and we have just as much of a right to sit there as your pompous ass has to sit here.”
I don’t realize I’m the one who let out the burst of hysterical laughter until I notice everyone staring at me. The corner of Peggy’s mouth lifts before she turns back to my father.
“I hope you have a nice meal,” she says in a conversation-ending tone.
My father doesn’t heed it. “I’d watch how you talk to us, Peggy. I’d watch how your whole family talks to us. Like I told your daughter, I can set up a general store at the resort with a snap of my fingers. If I were you, I’d remember that.”
I’ve seen Meg’s mom get pissed off a few times over the years, mostly when Meg and I were angsty teenagers, but I’ve never seen her look scary the way she does now. Her lip curls, and she seems to loom over the table above us.
She steps close enough to smack her palms down on the wood.
“Excuse me? You said what to my daughter? Are you really telling me you threatened a twenty-two year-old girl by telling her you could destroy her father’s business? Do you realize how insane that is, Brian?”
He lets out a sarcastic laugh, but I can see the way his shoulders have bunched up. “What’s insane is that you don’t realize how every second of this conversation gets me closer to doing it. I wouldn’t even need to raise capital. A store that could compete with yours isn’t worth much.”
Peggy doesn’t falter. She doesn’t even blink. Instead, she holds a finger up just a few inches from his face.
I’ve never seen anyone stand up to my father like this, not in my entire life.
“Let me tell you something about worth,
Brian Shipley. You think you own this town. You think we all depend on you, that we make our living here just because you let us. I’m not stupid, Brian. I know we need your business, but I don’t think you realize how much you need us. You need the people who clean your hotel, who cook in its restaurant, who drive your guests around in boats. You need the teenagers who clean the pool in the summer. You need the single moms who work reception part-time. You need all the businesses in Chapel Creek who make sure your employees have what they need.”
My father shakes his head, a patronizing smirk stretched across his face. “I don’t need an economics lesson, Peggy.”
“No.” She shakes her head too. “What you need to understand is that this town is a community, and even though you employ so many of us, you are not part of that community. You’ve never even tried to be part of it, which means you don’t know just how much it sticks together. If I were you, I’d remember that.”
She delivers his words back to him like a punch to the jaw, and instead of waiting for him to finish the stammering he starts in response, she turns and heads back to her table.
“Well,” she says as she makes a dramatic show of placing her napkin over her lap in the silence that follows, “that salad with chicken strips looks nice. I think I might have that.”
Nobody moves. A few nearby groups have turned to observe the spectacle, but most of the restaurant has continued to carry on, unaware of the post-explosion shockwaves bouncing between our two families—and the poor hostess—as we all watch Meg’s mom peruse the menu.
After a moment, Malcolm sits down too, reaching out to squeeze his wife’s shoulder before slinging his arm around the back of her chair. Emmett takes the seat across from him, but Meg doesn’t move.
She’s staring down at her shoes, her face creased with some emotion I can’t quite place, and when she lifts her head to look at me, I see all my longing reflected in her.
I see her pain, her hope, her invitation. This is my chance to show her what I want, what I’ll always want.
She needs this from me, and I’m still so paralyzed by the threat of an anxiety attack I can’t even open my mouth to speak to her.
Please no. Please no. Please no.
My frantic chanting only makes it worse. I’m going to choke. I’m going to sit here, frozen in place, until it’s too late. It’s going to be exactly like last time, and the time before that.
I squeeze my napkin with one hand under the table. I smooth my other hand over the folder beside my plate, the one filled with plans for the future.
My future.
The one I’m building for myself.
The one I desperately want her to be a part of.
I can do this.
I slide out of my seat, and even though my knees are shaking, I get to my feet.
“Connie?” my father says, his tone sharp.
“Connie, what are you doing?” my mother adds in a hissing whisper. “Please sit down.”
I ignore them. I keep my eyes locked on Meg as I flail my hand out for my purse on the seat and then sling the strap over my shoulder. I take a faltering step forward.
“Connie,” my dad barks, loud enough to turn a few heads. He must be getting desperate; he and my mother never make a scene in public. “If you don’t sit back down at this table right now, you are not going to like the consequences.”
My head is still threatening to go hazy on me, and his threats just make it worse, but I focus on Meg, on the wonder flooding her face as I take another step forward. I keep going until we’re only a couple feet apart, and only then do I look back at my parents.
“This is who I am,” I say. It comes out squeaky, and I clear my throat. “This is where I want to be: with Meg. I know you might need time to accept that, but if you can’t do it, you will lose me. You’re my parents and I want you in my life, but you need to understand this isn’t changing.”
My heart is beating so loud I can barely hear myself talk. I wait for something from them, anything. My father is glaring like he can bring me back to the table through sheer force of will, and my mother looks like she’s processing a math equation way beyond anything she’s ever learned.
Still, they don’t do anything else to stop me or deny what I’m saying. I guess that’s a start.
I turn to Meg again. She has a hand pressed over her mouth, her eyes shining. I look around at her whole family. Her dad is grinning in that quiet way of his, and her mom is wiping her damp cheeks.
Emmett is tracing the tablecloth with his finger like he’s so over all this drama.
“Mr. And Mrs. Doyle,” I begin. “Emmett. Meg.”
I look back to her as I say it, my voice wavering a bit as she continues to watch me with her hand clamped over her mouth.
“I apologize for my parents’ behaviour, and I hope you can still enjoy your meal. I know this is pretty, um, presumptuous of me, but...but I’d like to join you for dinner, on me.”
I suck in a breath and press my lips together. The three of them look at Meg, and when her hand finally drops, she’s beaming.
She nods her head a few times as she fights off tears, and I know I’m about to cry too.
“Connie, honey,” Peggy says from behind us, “grab your salad and pull up a chair.”
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MEG
I clink my beer bottle to Connie’s and settle in on the bench outside the Chapel Creek Tavern. There’s a nip in the air, and I run my free hand up my arm while she does the same.
I’d snuggle into her to warm us up, but I don’t know if this is the moment for that. I don’t know what this moment is at all.
We made it all the way through a meal at the lodge—with Connie’s parents sitting directly beside us for a few tense minutes before they got up and left—and into the car with my family to catch a ride to the bar before I got a grip on reality.
I don’t remember what we talked about at dinner. I don’t remember what I ate. I can barely even remember going inside to get these beers. A haze came over me as soon as I spotted Connie at the lodge, and it’s only now, as we sit side by side on this bench with the dark street in front of us, that the evening is catching up with me.
Connie is here, with me. That means something, something so life-altering and magnificent I can’t quite grasp exactly what’s changed or where we go from here, but I feel the sense of purpose radiating off her like the glow of a thousand candles in a gorgeous chandelier.
I clear my throat after downing three sips of beer without pausing to take a breath. “So, uh, that happened.”
She lets out a nervous laugh. “Yep. That happened.”
“Tonight’s events may go down in the annals of Chapel Creek history.”
I expect her to laugh again, if only to humor my dumb joke, but she just squeezes her beer bottle and nods. She’s probably realized the same thing I have: there’s no way some version of what happened tonight won’t make its way through town.
“Shit, I’m sorry,” I say, leaning my head against the bar’s wall behind us. “That wasn’t funny. I doubt this is how you thought your night would go, and I doubt you wanted something so public to—”
“I don’t care,” she interrupts, shaking her head. “I don’t care that it was public. I don’t...I don’t just want you in private, Meg. I...”
She trails off and stares down at her lap while I stare at her.
She wants me. She wants me, and she’s here. That should be enough to banish the fear I might lose her, but there’s a lump in my throat that won’t let me tell her that.
“Here. I want you to see this.” She lifts the folder I saw her grab off her parents’ table before we left the restaurant and passes it to me.
I grip the smooth cardstock, and she motions for me to open it.
“I took my parents to dinner at the lodge tonight,” she explains as I start sifting through the papers tucked into the folder, “after we all talked to my therapist today. I wanted to show them I’m ready, that I’ve been ready for a long time and that there’s no way I can go back to being convinced I’m not.”
I flip over the page of scholarship information I’ve been reading and find a few printed apartment listings.
“These are all for Montreal,” I mumble.
“Of course they are,” she says with a chuckle laced with nerves. “That’s where I want to live. That was always our dream, but it’s more than that. It’s my dream. I want to do this for myself. I just...”
Her voice cracks, and I look up to find her with her arms wrapped around her stomach, her eyes fixed to the wooden boards of the porch underneath us.
“You just what?” I murmur. My body leans closer to her before I even realize what I’m doing.
“I...” She pauses and shivers. “I just think it would be a whole lot better if my life there included you.”
My heart is swelling in my chest, but the damn lump in my throat still won’t let me whisper more than a few words at a time. It still won’t let me tell her everything is okay, no matter how much I know she desperately needs to hear it.
No matter how much I need to hear it too.
“I know you might not be ready for that, or that you might not want it all.” She winces as she keeps staring down at the floorboards, mistaking my silence for rejection. “I understand. I can only imagine what it felt like to have me leave that way, right after everything I said. I just...I need you to know it was all true, Meg. It’s still true. I panicked, but it didn’t change anything. No one will ever be able to change my feelings for you or how much I want to be together.”
She sits up straight, her face creasing with urgency, and grabs her purse from beside her to start digging around inside. I watch in confusion as she shifts a few clanking objects around before pulling her hand out with something clutched in her fist.
“Meg.” Her whole arm shakes as she looks at me, that bright glow of purpose and intention gleaming in her eyes, and the sight steals all the breath from my lungs. “I’ve been waiting for the right moment to give you this for weeks. I’ve been trying to figure out exactly what to say, but the truth is, it’s pretty simple. With you, it’s always been simple. Easy. The rest of the world gets in the way sometimes, but this is always here.”
She stretches out her free hand to grab mine, interlacing our fingers and squeezing my palm. I can hear my heartbeat hammering in my ears, feel the thump of my pulse everywhere my skin meets hers.
“And I want you to know I’ll always be here too—if you want me, that is. I’m not perfect. I’m so not perfect, and there’s still a lot I need to work on and figure out, but I’m always on your side, Meg. No matter how far I get or how fucked up things become, you can always trust I’m coming straight back to you. I promise. I promise with my whole heart. I’m not shutting you out again, Meg. I will always show up for you, just like we used to promise every summer.”
She uncurls her clenched fist, and there it is: the friendship bracelet she started making on the porch that first day she came over after she showed up in the emergency room.
It’s finished now, the strands of periwinkle blue, bronzed yellow, and pale green reminding me of the wildflowers I gave her on our date. The threads are tied in a complex pattern, weaving over and under each other to finish in a simple braid on each end.
We used to tie bracelets like this on each other every summer, just like she said—making promises to be best friends forever like that was the simplest vow in the world, like there was no doubt we’d always be in each other’s lives.
I thought we broke those promises. I thought we let them rot like the threads of our bracelets always did by the end of a long summer of swimming, hiking, and sitting in the sun. I thought we packed them up like an old kit in the back of a closet, just dusty relics of the people we used to be.
We didn’t, though. Those promises and memories clung to us. They refused to be torn off or cut away. They became as much a part of us as our laughs, our tears, the colour of our eyes in the sunlight.
Everything else got so much more complicated and terrifying than two thirteen year-olds could ever imagine, but this part stayed easy.
Connie has always been easy to love.
She’s still holding the bracelet out, neither of us moving except to take a few shaky breaths. I see her shoulders start to slump as the silence stretches on.
“I-I know it might not be e-enough,” she stammers. “I just—”
“Connie, it’s more than enough.”
My vision blurs, and I lunge forward to throw my arms around her and pull her to me as tight as I can. I hear her gasp, and then she wraps her arms around me too. Her hair is in my face, but I don’t care. I breathe the scent of her in as our hearts pound together.
“I don’t need you to be perfect,” I say, my voice hoarse. “I just need to know you’ll always come back to me, Connie.”
“I will,” she says next to my ear. “I promise.”
We hold each other for what feels like a long few minutes. I stroke her hair, and she nestles her face into my neck. All the shaky, racing parts of me get quiet and still.
“Here,” she says when we finally break apart. “Let me put it on you.”
I hold out my wrist, and I watch her beautiful face pinch with concentration as she ties the braided ends in place.
“It’s gorgeous,” I say once she’s finished, bending my arm to get a closer look at the threads. “It’s...it’s exactly what I needed, Connie. I’m sorry I made you wait to hear from me. I just needed some time to clear my head, and—”
“I get it,” she says. “There’s nothing to be sorry for.”
I straighten my arm back out and place my hand on her shoulder. “I promise I’ll always be on your side too, Connie. You can count on me.”
She gives me a small smile that’s almost shy. “I know I can.”
She hesitates for a second, and then she leans in. I slide my hand up from her shoulder to cup the back of her neck, and she fits her mouth over mine. I love how she tastes now: familiar.
The kiss is soft and sweet, but I’m still panting by the time we’re done, and I can see her brown eyes sparking in the semi-darkness on the porch. We still have more to say, so I slip my arm around her instead of kissing her again like I want. I pull her close.
“So you really want to move to Montreal?” I ask.
She nods. “As fast as I can. It will be September at the latest. I want to start looking for a place right away.”
“What, uh...what did your parents say?”
I don’t want to kill the mood, but considering the Shakespearean-level drama that’s unfolded with her family over the past week, I’d like to get up to speed.
Connie frowns and then sighs. “All things considered...it could have been worse. They’re not trying to shut me down the same way they have the past few years. I mean, there was still a bit of that, and it’s clear they’re furious and want me to reconsider, but they listened. For a bit. Kind of.”
She lets out a dark chuckle, and I start tracing little circles on her arm with my thumb.
“We’ll figure it out.”
She nods and rests her head on my shoulder. “We will.”
It feels so right to sit here like this, to hold her like this, to watch the path we’ve always been headed towards finally start spreading itself out in front of us.
I know I might be pushing my luck, that maybe I should leave it for tonight, but it’s too perfect of a moment not to ask.
“So, as for us...” I begin.
She shifts under my arm. “Us?”
I love the way that sounds on her lips.
“Yeah. Us.” I pause to swallow some of my nerves down. “Are we...? I mean, uh, do you want to...? Like, would we be...?”
So much for having even a trace of game. I give up and clamp my mouth shut before I can keep stammering out half-finished attempts to ask her to date me.
Connie goes still, and then I hear her suck in a breath.
“Are you asking if we’re dating now?”
“Um, yep. Yes, I am.” I try to keep my voice from coming out squeaky, but I still sound a bit like a cartoon.
It’s enough to make her laugh. She reaches for the bracelet tied around my wrist and starts fiddling with the ends of the strings.
“I’d like that,” she murmurs. “I’d like to be your—your girlfriend, Meg, if you’d like to be mine.”
I squeeze my eyes shut and fight off the sudden urge to jump to my feet and run up and down the highway screaming at the top of my lungs.
“I—I—Yes,” I squeak again. “Yes, I would.”
I do get to my feet, but only to crouch down in front of her. I take both her hands in mine. The shock is wearing off, and I can feel my mouth stretching into a cheek-splitting grin.
Connie is my girlfriend. I’m Connie’s girlfriend.
“Connie,” I say in the most solemn voice I can manage as I grip her hands tight, “I would love to be your girlfriend.”
She’s beaming at me, and as if on cue, we both start squealing at exactly the same time. I straighten up and pull her to her feet. We throw ourselves into a hug, jumping up and down on the creaky floorboards and drowning out the dull thump of the music inside.
We’re still shrieking and laughing when the bar’s door gets thrown open and Ed the bartender steps out with an alarmed look on his face and a broom clutched in his hands like a weapon.
“You girls okay? What’s happening?” he asks as he looks around the street like there might be a murderer or a bear coming straight towards us.
“We’re great!” I say with a laugh, still holding Connie. “We’re so great!”
His expression gets even more confused.
“We’re dating!” Connie adds.
My jaw drops. I turn to look at her, and her eyes get wide as she realizes what she just said.
“Oh my god.” She blinks at me, her voice dropping to a whisper. “Was that okay?”
“Uh...” I look back and forth between her and Ed, who’s watching us with his eyebrows up to his hairline. “I mean, yeah. If it’s okay with you, it’s okay with me.”
She blinks a few more times, and then the corner of her mouth lifts. “Yeah. Yeah, it is.”
I turn back to Ed.
“We’re dating!” I repeat.
“Oh.” He nods, but the confusion doesn’t leave his face for a few more seconds. “Oh.”
I brace for whatever will come next. Aside from her parents—who seem to at least know something is up between us—this is Connie’s first time coming out to anyone in Chapel Creek.
Ed rubs a hand over his scruffy beard, and he nods a few times as his dawning comprehension shifts into a grin. “Well, isn’t that great? Congratulations, girls. You look very happy.”
“Thank you, Ed,” I say, still clutching Connie.
“You know what?” he adds. “I think that deserves a shot on the house. Whiskey sound good?”
A shocked laugh bursts out of Connie as I nod.
“Oh my god,” she whispers after he’s gone inside to get the drinks. “We just told him.”
“Yeah.” I step out of the hug but keep one hand resting on her back. “How are you feeling about that? We really don’t have to tell anyone if you’re not ready.”
She shakes her head. “I feel...You know what? I honestly feel really good. I do think I need that shot, though.”
Ed comes back out with a bottle of Scotch and three shot glasses. He’s smiling almost as wide as the two of us now, and he raises the bottle in a salute. “You know, I never saw it before, but you two just make sense. I wish you all the best.”
My face is starting to hurt from smiling so much. Ed hums to himself while pouring the shots.
“To Chapel Creeks’ newest couple!” he says after he’s distributed the glasses. “May they be happy for many years to come.”
I tip the burning liquid into my mouth, feeling it scorch its way down my throat to settle as a pleasant warmth in my chest. Ed heads back inside after we thank him, and Connie turns to me once we’ve sat back down on the bench.
“I can’t believe he was just, like, so cool about it,” she blurts.
“Yeah.” I sling my arm around her shoulders again. I just can’t stop touching her. “Ed has always been a great guy. Not everyone in this town will be great about it, but there are some good ones.”
She rests a hand on my knee, her voice turning somber. “I still can’t believe you went through the whole coming out thing on your own. You’re brave, Meg, and so strong. I...I should have been there for you through all the crap I’m sure this town gave you.”
“Hey, now,” I say while rubbing her shoulder. “I think things worked out exactly the way they were supposed to, and you know what? This town has given me a lot of crap, but it’s given me some really good things too. I think I’m learning to have a more balanced view of it all.”
I mean it. This summer has made me realize I don’t just melt away when I’m here. I don’t lose everything I’ve become. Even when I thought I was losing Connie again, I was still me. Despite how hard it is to accept, a lot of me has been shaped by this town.
A lot of it has been for the better.
“So...” Connie says, “I guess, uh, you’ll be all ready to move back soon. Did you find any other apartments? Preferably ones without mouldy cupboards?”
We both cringe as we recall one of the truly terrible units we looked at when she was in Montreal.
“I’m pretty sure I’m going to sign for one I saw on my own,” I answer. “Oh, and I, uh, have some good news.”
“Oh?” She leans forward enough to look me in the eye. “What’s up?”
“I got the job.”
She gasps, and her hand flies to her mouth. “With the theatre?”
I start grinning again. My cheeks are getting a workout. “Yep. It’s not enough to be my only job, of course, and it might not be the Paris opera, but it’s exactly what I want to be doing.”
“Meg, that’s amazing!” She starts bouncing up and down on the bench. “I am so fucking proud of you!”
“Wow,” I joke, “Connie Shipley, swearing like a sailor.”
“This is definitely worthy of swear words.” She sucks in a breath and then shouts, “I AM SO FUCKING PROUD OF YOUUUU!”
I burst out laughing and press a finger to her lips to shush her. “Hush, you maniac! You’re going to have Ed out here with his broom again.”
She just giggles. “Meg, I can’t even believe this. Any of it. I just...It doesn’t quite feel real, you know?”
“I know.” I run my finger along her cheek. “But it is. I promise.”
She reaches out to trace the edge my bracelet. “I promise too.”
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CONNIE
Meg kisses me on the cheek and then squats down to grab the last of the cardboard boxes piled on the porch.
“We’ll meet you in the car, okay?” she says, her voice strained from the load in her arms.
I nod. “Sounds good.”
As I watch her shuffle across the driveway to the truck, I imagine travelling back in time to drop out of the sky on my first day of seventh grade. I picture the me I am today telling the girl I was then that almost exactly ten years later, the girl in the baggy shorts at the locker next to mine would be taking me to my first apartment in Montreal in a truck driven by some guy the whole school called Pat the Pervert.
It sounds like a crazy dream you laugh off the next morning, but it’s exactly where I am now. Today is the first of September, and I get to move into my tiny third floor apartment in Montreal’s Plateau Mont-Royal.
I’m not bringing much; the apartment is a sublease in a two bedroom and comes with basic furniture. Renting a whole moving truck would have been a waste, so Meg’s parents offered to let us take their truck. Pat’s coming along as the driver to save Meg the trip back. I watch Meg deposit the boxes in the truck bed and high-five him before climbing into the back seat.
I’m still not quite sure how it happened, but he and Meg have formed a pretty strong friendship this summer, now that he seems to have fully accepted they’re not going to end up married with kids someday.
All that’s left to put in the truck is the duffel bag over my shoulder. Once I’m gone, there won’t be any trace of me left in my room except a freshly made bed with plain white sheets and a few hangers in the closet.
I’m finally leaving.
I take a deep breath of humid air. Summer is still clinging to Chapel Creek, but in a few weeks, the leaves will be turning. The temperatures will drop, and everyone will be dreaming of getting their skis out.
I can imagine every detail. I can see the change in seasons playing out exactly like it has every year of my life. I know this place. I know how it works. I know what it wants from me, and I know how to quietly slip into my place.
There’s comfort in forming yourself to fit a mould. There’s stability. You worry less when you have less options, but it all comes at a price I’m tired of paying.
I don’t know what’s waiting for me when I step off the edge of this porch. I don’t know where I’ll end up. I don’t even know who I’ll be, but I want to find out. I want to write my own story. I want to let the wild, fluttering things in my chest soar higher than they ever have before.
I might get anxious. I might break down. I might freak out as soon as we leave the driveway, but I’ll get past it. I’ll find my way back to myself. I’ll be louder than every other voice in my head telling me to turn around.
The door behind me cracks open, and I find my mother standing in the gap. She glances at the empty porch and then out across the driveway to the truck.
“So,” she says, still not venturing outside, “you’re all packed.”
I nod. “Yes. We’re ready to leave. I, um...I’ll come in to say goodbye.”
She backs up enough for me to step into the cool entryway and then shuts the door behind me. The sound echoes against the white walls and polished floor.
“Brian,” she calls, taking a few steps towards the entrance to the kitchen, “Connie is ready to go.”
He shouts something I can’t make out, and my mother hovers where she is, looking everywhere but at me. My jaw clenches, and my grip tightens on the strap of my duffel bag.
It’s been like this all summer. She’s started to come around on the school thing, but any time I even imply something about Meg’s mere existence, she freezes up and starts staring at the floor.
“Ah. All packed?” my father asks once he appears from the kitchen and moves to stand next to my mother.
I can count the number of conversations we’ve had since that dinner at the lodge on one hand. He fumed for so many days I thought I’d end up begging him not go through with his crazy plan to bring the Doyle family business down, but it seems like he’s taken the same route as my mother: pretending Meg doesn’t exist at all.
“Yes.” My duffel bag is getting heavy, so I set it down on the floor and ball my hands into fists at my sides instead. “We’re leaving.”
“Connie.” My mother’s voice wavers. “Are you...are you sure about all this? You know, you don’t have to go. We can help you get out of the lease. You could stay, and—”
“I’m going, Mom.”
The echo of my sentence fills the silence. I tried not to shout, but I know I sound harsh.
They still can’t look at me for more than a second, and some of my anger starts to crack, letting trickles of the pain locked up underneath make their way out.
I thought today at least, they’d start to get it, but nothing has changed.
“I guess this is goodbye,” I say after a few moments, since they don’t seem to have anything else to offer.
“Connie...” My mother takes a faltering step forward. “I just...I can’t believe you’re leaving. It’s going to be so—so different...without you.”
She takes another few steps until we’re only a couple feet from each other. Her hands flex like she wants to reach for me, but she keeps them glued to her sides. She does find it in herself to look at me now, to keep looking at me as she speaks.
“I don’t understand.”
My chest twinges, and I feel my face crumple.
“I...I want to,” she adds, “but I don’t.”
“I need you to—to try,” I answer, my voice shaking too. “You don’t have to understand right away, but I need you to try.”
“Okay.” She nods. “Okay.”
Then I nearly collapse from shock as she pulls me into a hug. I’m completely limp for a moment as she circles her arms around me and squeezes, but my body takes over and hugs her back. It only lasts a couple seconds, but when she pulls away, I feel a spark of something in my chest that was about to flicker out and die.
There might be a chance for us.
I look past her at my father. He’s watching us, but he hasn’t moved at all. He notices me staring and clears his throat.
“Well, Connie, I hope you’re ready for what you’ve gotten yourself into.”
I do my best to ignore how much that stings and bend down to grab my duffel bag before I answer him.
“I am ready.”
I head for the door, and my mother follows behind me all the way out onto the porch. I notice her glance at the truck again before her eyes flick to me.
“I’m going to send you some money,” she says once she’s shut the front door behind us.
“Mom, you don’t have to—”
She waves off my protest. “Yes, I do. We have a whole college fund for you, and I’m going to make sure you get it, but for now, I don’t want you living in some little hole in the city eating noodles and frozen food.”
She shudders like she’s just described the worst fate imaginable, and I almost laugh out loud.
“I’m sending you enough to make sure you’re set up until you have a job.”
“Mom...”
I stop myself before I can decline again as I realize this isn’t really about the money. This is about her doing the one thing she does understand while she works on the rest.
“Thank you,” I finish before I wrap her in another quick hug.
“You be safe,” she says as she clutches my arm after I’ve pulled away. “You call me if you need to, okay?”
I nod and swallow down the lump in my throat. “Okay.”
I’m going to start bawling if I stand here any longer, and that’s not exactly what I want my triumphant departure from Chapel Creek to look like, so I let her give my arm one last squeeze before I take off. I dump my duffel bag in the passenger side of the truck and then climb into the back seat with Meg.
“You okay?” she asks once I’ve pulled the door shut.
I look at her concerned face for a moment, framed by one of her ever-present baseball caps, and all the knots in me start to loosen.
Meg.
My girlfriend.
“Yeah.” I nod. “I am.”
I only look back once Pat is steering us down the driveway. My mother is waving on the porch. I roll the window down and hang outside to wave back until she’s out of sight. When I swing myself back into the seat, I brush a tear off my cheek.
It’s the only time I’ve cried today.
Meg puts a hand on my leg and squeezes, saying more with that touch than most people could with a whole conversation. I get the message just fine: everything is going to be okay.
We pass through Chapel Creek’s main strip, driving by the handful of shops I’ve known my whole life. Doyle’s General Store is open. I can’t see him in the window, but I know Meg’s dad is in there, better than ever and probably talking about fishing gear with a bunch of old guys.
None of us say much until we’re well on our way down the highway, heading to Peterborough, where we’ll turn onto the long route to Montreal.
“Would you ladies like some Hot Rods?” Pat asks, gesturing to the cup holder packed full of the pepperoni sticks he’s always eating.
“I would love a Hot Rod,” Meg answers. “Connie?”
I think about it for a second and then nod. “Hit me.”
The crackle of our wrappers fills the car, and then Meg announces she’s taking over as DJ. The truck is too old to have Bluetooth, so she undoes her seatbelt and leans into the front of the car to fiddle with the AUX cord for a moment.
“I made a playlist just for this trip,” she says once she’s got things hooked up.
She grins at me and then presses play. ‘Gravel to Tempo’ by Hayley Kiyoko starts pumping out of the speakers.
“Seemed fitting,” she says as she settles herself back in her seat.
I reach for her hand. “It’s perfect.”
We roll the windows down and belt out every word.
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MEG
“Didn’t you have to be somewhere, Meg?”
My boss’s question sounds like it’s coming from far away. I pull myself out of the architecture-induced trance I was in and lift my head where I’m bent over a massive sketch done on some sheets of butcher paper.
The director of this play likes us to have what she calls ‘think tank’ sessions, where all the designers—everyone from costumes to makeup to lighting to me—sets up shop in the middle of the stage and brainstorms together. We look like some nineteenth century artists’ soiree, all of us sprawled on the worn wooden floor with the tools of our trades scattered around us, making overly complicated, flowery statements about our lofty ideas.
I fucking love it. Coming together for think tanks and hearing all the ways people have interpreted the script in a prismatic array of art forms has me lit up so bright I’m on fire. My sketches have never looked this good, never flown so fast out the ends of my fingers. I can barely keep up with my own ideas.
“Uh, sorry?” I say, blinking under the glow of the stage lights at my boss, Corey.
He laughs and shakes his head. “You didn’t hear a word I said, did you?”
Corey has been doing set design at the theatre for almost fifteen years. He’s looking to slow down now and take on fewer projects, which is why they hired me. It will be a couple more plays before I do one totally on my own, but he’s let me take way more of a lead than I expected.
He looks like a punk rock wizard. He’s got a wiry grey beard, bushy eyebrows, big gauges in both ears, and a septum piercing. He wears tight black pants, tight black t-shirts, and flowing jackets that resemble billowing robes.
“You told me to remind you to leave on time today,” he says before I can answer. “Something about your girlfriend.”
I nod even though my brain is still caught up in my drawing. The vision of a gorgeous, ornate metal archway I’ve been trying to get down on paper fights to pull me back to the page, but the word ‘girlfriend’ sticks in my head like an anchor yanking me in the other direction.
I still haven’t quite gotten used to calling Connie my girlfriend, and part of me hopes I never do. I’m addicted to the thrill that shoots through me every time I say the words, ‘This is my girlfriend Connie.’
“Oh, yeah!” I yelp, jumping up and sending some of my pencils scattering. “Shit. Yeah, I’m supposed to be out the door already.”
It’s way too easy to work overtime when you don’t even feel like you’re working, but I can’t stay late tonight like I usually do. Connie and I have celebratory dinner plans.
I pack up my drawings and tools, calling out goodbyes to the whole team as I rush through the backstage area and into the hall that leads to the architecture storage room. The whole theatre smells dusty and could do with a facelift, but the place has grown on me so much the past couple months that it’s basically my second home.
I do not feel the same about the chaotic brunch place where I work as a dishwasher in the mornings to cover all my bills. My hair still smells like kitchen grease from my shift today, and my hands are dried out and cracked despite how religiously I wear gloves. I’m going to need all the extra time I can get to make myself spiffy for dinner tonight.
I take the side door out onto the busy downtown street. The sun is already starting to set, painting the windows of the tall buildings around me a rosy pink. I shrug off my jean jacket after I’ve gone a couple blocks; it’s weirdly warm for late October, but I know Montreal could still end up with a snowstorm any day. This part of the season is always unpredictable.
I stop in at the fancy little restaurant and bakery I ordered from as a splurge. They do pre-made meals you can pop right in the oven, which seemed suitably convenient for a weeknight. The cashier gets everything organized in a bag for me and then brings out the little cake from the back, lifting the lid off so I can check it out.
“That’s the correct message, right?” she asks.
I stare at the flawless, sky blue fondant icing with periwinkle script on top spelling out the words ‘Congratulations, Connie.’ There are a few decorative purple cornflowers done in icing around the edges.
I know I was being annoyingly specific by requesting cornflowers, and I didn’t have much hope they’d get them right, but they’re perfect.
“That’s amazing!” I tell her. “Even better than I pictured.”
That’s what the past two months with Connie here have been: even better than I pictured. She fits into my life here like she’s been part of it all along, and she’s making an incredible life for herself too.
Her poetry book was rejected by the first publishing house she sent it to, but instead of getting knocked down, my girlfriend put the pedal to the metal. She realized she needed to make a name for herself before publishers would be interested, and she’s been killing it as an Instagram poet and blogger ever since. I’ve even done a few little drawings to go along with her work, and things have been hitting the next level ever since one of her posts went insanely viral.
Tonight we’re celebrating the fact that an agent reached out about representing her. As Connie keeps pointing out, there isn’t an actual contract and things could fall through, but I wasn’t about to wait on marking the occasion.
Whether or not she gets this deal, Connie deserves to be celebrated every single day, just like she celebrates me. She’s always makes time to hear about my day at work, to cheer me on, to marvel over architecture drawings I know she probably only sees as squiggly lines and gibberish calculations.
She’s kept her promise: no matter what, she always comes back to me.
I make my way through the evening rush on the metro, clutching my giant paper grocery bag to my chest like it’s a precious infant. When I finally make it to my tiny apartment, I speed through getting ready. I scrub the kitchen smell off me in the shower, style my damp hair as best I can, and put on a blazer and some black skinny jeans before heading back out the door.
Connie’s place is either a fifteen minute walk or a five minute metro ride from mine. It only takes me one block to regret walking. I have the appetizer I made and a bottle of wine added to all the weight I’m carrying. By the time I make it to her low rise, sixties-style apartment building, I’m sweating, and the paper bag from the restaurant is in danger of splitting open. I manoeuvre my way into the entrance and ring for her unit. The line clicks, but the buzzer doesn’t sound.
I groan and wait another few seconds. I’m about to ring again when Connie appears behind the glass wall separating me from the lobby.
My breath catches. The plastic bag holding the wine bottle nearly slips out of my fingers to shatter on the floor.
She’s wearing the white dress from our first date. I haven’t seen it since then, and the sight of her pulls me right back to the marina, to her on the dock with a setting sun behind her and a shy, careful smile taking over her face.
There’s nothing shy about the way she beams at me now. She sprints the last few steps to the door—or at least, she moves as fast as she can in heels—and yanks it open.
“Meg, what is all this?” she demands. “I thought we were just getting Uber Eats.”
I shake my head, shifting my grip on the bag as it comes dangerously close to tearing again. “We have to be fancier than Uber Eats.”
She rescues our meal from demise, taking the wine bottle and a couple containers out of my arms. She holds up the Tupperware with my appetizer and grins. “Is this watermelon salad?”
I wink. “My specialty.”
“Watermelon salad in October. Isn’t it, like, against your personal watermelon salad religion to eat it any other time than summer?”
“It is,” I agree as she leads the way into the lobby, “but you’re worth breaking the rules for.”
She flips her hair over her shoulder and does a fake pouty model face in answer. Even that gets my heart racing.
She’s so beautiful, and she wants me. She chooses me every day.
We take the creaky, carpeted stairs up to her unit, and the familiar scent of fresh flowers hits my nose. Connie spent a few weeks looking for an event planning job when she arrived in Montreal—which I think was mostly for her parents’ benefit rather than her own—before taking a full time cashier and assistant position at a flower shop while she figures out school for next year.
Sometimes I stop by just to have the pleasure of seeing her pretty face among all those pretty flowers.
It’s extremely gay.
She’s always bringing home the reject flowers that aren’t quite perfect enough for the bouquets so she can make her own here. Nearly every free surface in the apartment has at least a couple flowers on it, tucked into mismatched thrifted vases or repurposed wine and beer bottles.
I set the bag down on the kitchen table, my arms singing with relief. Connie fishes out the wine, turning the bottle in her hands to read the label and then snorting when she does.
“Of course it’s sauvignon blanc,” she says with a chuckle.
“Sauvignon blanc,” I repeat, doing my best Graham the Douche impersonation.
It’s one of those jokes that will never get old.
“Is Kat home?” I ask as Connie reaches up to grab a couple glasses from one of the cupboards.
“No, she’s at her boyfriend’s tonight,” she answers while twisting the bottle’s top off.
Connie’s roommate is a quiet, well-mannered grad student whose only flaw is decorating this place like a grandma. This apartment has more lace doilies than a nursing home, but Connie says it’s grown on her.
“Which means,” she adds with a sly note in her voice, “we have the place to ourselves all night long.”
My throat goes dry, and I have to swallow before I can speak. “Unless Justice shows up to crash our dinner like he’s been threatening all day in his texts.”
She chuckles. “He’s been texting me too. We might need him to help us finish all this food.”
Justice has been having the time of his life introducing Connie to the queer side of Montreal life, and she’s been loving every moment of it too. Seeing the two of them get along so well has even made his regular crashing of our nights at home a welcome intrusion.
Tonight, however, I want the focus on us.
I cross over to where Connie is filling our glasses on the counter and slide my arms around her waist from behind. I hear her breath catch, and I grin to myself as I nuzzle into her hair.
“Nuh-uh,” I mutter. “I want you all to myself. We need to take advantage of having the whole apartment tonight. I wonder where we should start...”
Instead of answering, she arches her back so her ass presses against me. I tighten my grip on her and hiss.
“That’s a good suggestion,” I murmur.
She shivers, and I start sliding my hands up her sides, but before I can cup her breasts like I want to, she whirls around so we’re face to face.
“And here I thought I was getting wined and dined,” she complains.
Her hooded eyes give her away. She’s as ready to go at each other on the counter as I am.
If I had to describe my and Connie’s sex life in one word, it would probably be explosive. I keep waiting for the day when it stops getting better and better every time, but if we’re going to hit a plateau, we definitely aren’t there yet.
Still, she’s right. I do want to wine and dine her tonight.
I back away from the counter, smirking at the frustrated little grunt she makes, and point at her wine glass. “Why don’t you enjoy that on the couch? I’ll get the balcony set up.”
I shoved a white tablecloth from the dollar store—I am on a dishwasher’s budget—and some pretty napkins and pillar candles with thrifted stands into the food bag. I make sure Connie’s settled on the couch and not looking before I carry everything out to the balcony.
The balcony is the reason we’re eating here tonight. My place doesn’t have one, and since the weather is so gorgeous, I wanted to create the perfect al fresco dining experience. I do my best to morph my architecture skills into interior design finesse, removing the doily on the little metal bistro table and arranging the candles on top of the tablecloth.
I turn on the string of lights wrapped around the old-fashioned, wrought iron railing and get all the candles lit before stepping back to admire my work.
It’s definitely cute.
I head back inside to get the oven going. I find Connie standing with her back to me at the kitchen table.
“Hey, you’re supposed to be relaxi—”
She turns around, and I stop mid-sentence when I see her misty eyes and the depth of emotion in her face.
“Meg,” she whispers. “This cake, it’s...”
She glances back over her shoulder, where she has the cake box open on the table.
“You little rat,” I joke, although my voice stays soft. “You weren’t supposed to see that until after dinner.”
She lets out a watery chuckle. “I snooped. I couldn’t help it. I just...The cornflowers, you here in that jacket, this whole meal...I just keep thinking about how far we’ve come. Isn’t it crazy?”
Her voice cracks, and I close the distance between us to fold her into my arms.
“It is crazy,” I say, quoting our conversation from that night she took me out in the boat, “but it’s also really good.”
Her lips find my ear. “I love you, Meg.”
I shiver. We started saying that to each other a few nights after we decided to date officially, and much like the thrill of calling her my girlfriend, I hope the fireworks that go off inside me every time she tells me she loves me never get dull or fade.
“I love you, Connie,” I whisper back.
She slides her arms around my waist, and for a moment, we just hold each other. I can feel her heart beating alongside mine, and I know that even if it took a little longer than expected, we’re exactly where we’re meant to be.
“Come outside,” I say, stepping back and running a hand down her arm. “Bring your wine. We haven’t even made a toast yet.”
I grab my own glass off the counter and meet her at the open balcony door. The tears have spilled onto her cheeks now, but she’s smiling so wide.
“This is incredible,” she whispers. “It’s like a movie.”
I step up beside her and rest my hand on her butt. “Dat ass is like a movie.”
She throws her head back to laugh and then leads us outside. We stand side by side at the railing, leaning against the cool iron as we watch the quiet street below us in the fading light.
“So what are we toasting to?” she asks.
I shift to face her and hold my glass up in front of me. “To lots of things. To your amazing poetry success. To your upcoming hotshot deal with an agent. To how fucking good you look in that dress.”
She swats my arm and blushes, but I go on.
“To the lives we’re building here, and to the one we’re building together. To yesterday. To tomorrow, and to every tomorrow after that, but mostly...to us.”
She holds my gaze for a long moment, a million more silent words passing between us, and then she clinks her glass to mine.
“To us,” she murmurs.
We each take a sip, and then I pull her to me and press my lips to hers.
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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!
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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 dykey 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.



2

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 Alexis and I’s 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.
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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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