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Chapter 1


Jacinthe



Ididn’t think I’d die choking on an egg salad sandwich, but as my maman says, it’s not up to us to question the plans the good Lord has made.

If a bearded old man in the sky is responsible for my death by white bread and mayonnaise, I’m not sure what’s so good about him. I don’t even like egg salad. I haven’t eaten all day, so I snatched the first thing I spotted at the gas station while fighting to fill the tank up in time to get home for my farrier’s appointment.

I can see La Grange Rouge—the very literally named red barn my family runs our trail riding business out of—up ahead. The rusty hue is a stark contrast to the rolling Laurentian Mountains of Québec that cradle the pastures in mottled shades of green tinged with the slightest touch of yellow now that September is rushing in.

Or at least, that’s what I imagine the mountains must look like today. At the moment, I’m too busy trying not to choke to appreciate some maudit leaves.

The gravel driveway crunches under my truck’s tires, and I get a glimpse of Léon’s rusty old farrier rig waiting in the yard. I cough, squeezing the steering wheel with one hand while I flail for what’s left of my takeaway coffee from this morning. I lift the soggy cardboard to my mouth, and when the cold dregs hit my tongue, all I can think is that the last thing I’ll ever taste is gas station eggs and stale caffeine.

The coffee helps. I let out another hacking cough as the clump of egg sandwich slides down my throat like a hairball stuck in a drain. My eyes water and my stomach lurches, but at least I can breathe again.

I blast through the open gate and hop out of the truck, not even bothering to grab the keys before I hustle over to Léon’s ancient beast of a pick-up. If I made it here fast enough, Maman won’t have had to come down to the yard. She was still in bed with all the curtains drawn when I left this morning, and I promised she could take it easy today.

Actually, I made her promise she would take it easy. She needs the rest, no matter how much she tries to convince me she doesn’t.

I promised myself I wouldn’t let my meeting at Balsam Inn this morning get in the way of that. I might be making a childhood dream come true and opening an inn with my two best friends in a matter of weeks, but my mom and the farm are still supposed to come first.

I curse under my breath when I come around the other side of the truck and find her standing there in a slouchy old grey sweater and some faded jeans instead of the pajamas she should be lounging around in up at the house.

“Maman!” I call out in French. “I’m here! It’s okay. I’ve got this.”

She smiles at me, the lines around her eyes and mouth crinkling as she squints in the afternoon sunlight. She looks a little pale, but she seems steady on her feet. Her salt and pepper hair is pulled into a fluffy ponytail that’s nearly as thick as some of the horses’ manes.

I didn’t get her massive hair genes, but I’ve refused to let my thin bob get any longer than my chin since kindergarten, so it’s not like it matters much anyway. I’ve known since I was a little kid that I prefer to admire long hair on pretty girls rather than deal with the hassle myself.

“Salut, Jacinthe,” Maman says, still beaming.

She at least seems to be in a good mood, even though it’s my fault she had to leave her bed.

“There’s someone you need to meet,” she adds in English.

Before I can ask what she’s talking about, the clip-clop sound of hooves on the cement aisle inside the barn fills the air. A second later, Nana, our oldest and gentlest mare, emerges into the sunlight. Despite being well into her teens, her creamy white mane and buttery palomino coat still dazzle enough to make her look like she should have a unicorn horn jutting out of her head.

My gaze slips past her pretty face and gentle brown eyes to land on the person holding her lead rope.

That person is not Léon.

The woman lifts her free hand to shield her eyes as she brings Nana closer. There isn’t a cloud in the crisp blue September sky, and the woman coming towards us seems temporarily blinded as she waits for her eyes to adjust from the dimness of the barn, which gives me a couple seconds to look her over.

She’s taller than me. My friends would tease me and say that’s nothing special since almost everyone is taller than me, but this woman isn’t just physically tall; she has tall energy, like she has no problem taking up all the space in the world as she waltzes out here with my horse, like there’s nothing weird about a random butch I’ve never seen before showing up out of nowhere when I was expecting the same grumpy old Frenchman who’s been shoeing for our farm since long before I was born.

There’s no way she’s not gay, not with that kind of swagger. The baggy jeans and faded Dickie’s t-shirt with the sleeves rolled up over her bulging shoulders are just a bonus.

“I’ve checked her over,” she says, still blinking at the sunlight. “I’m all good to get started.”

She’s got no trace of a Québécois accent, which explains why Maman is speaking in English.

“Is there somewhere you—oh.” She comes to a stop when she spots me, Nana lumbering to a halt at her side. “Hey.”

She has one of those short on the sides and long on the top haircuts. A few dark strands of her wispy bangs are falling into her eyes.

I tried getting a haircut like that the summer after I graduated high school. That was a decade ago, and I made the mistake of going to a salon instead of a barber shop. The hair stylist kept insisting what I wanted was too ‘boyish’ and that I’d look better with a ‘cute pixie cut just like Michelle Williams.’

I don’t know what pictures of Michelle Williams she was looking at, but I ended up more like a deranged rock troll than a cute pixie. I’ve stuck with a plain, simple, can’t-possibly-fuck-this-up bob ever since.

“You must be…Jacinthe?”

She stumbles over the pronunciation of my name in that annoying way all the tourists do, and then she lifts the corner of her mouth in an apologetic grin.

It’s a cute grin, a little goofy even, and it seems to take a few years off her face. She can’t be much older than me, but she’s got slight crow’s feet fanning out in dainty little creases from the corners of her eyes. Now that she’s standing closer, I can see the purple half moons of someone who hasn’t been sleeping well for a long time.

I blink and then clear my throat.

“Ouais,” I say, planting my hands on my hips. “J’chus Jacinthe.”

I put an extra strong Québécois twang on it, and I can feel Maman giving me some side-eye.

“I’m Tess,” she says, lifting her free hand in a wave.

“Tess is taking over for Léon.”

I turn to Maman with my mouth hanging open. “Taking over?”

“Tess says Léon is retiring before he gets his next back surgery. Isn’t it nice that she’s helping him out?”

Maman looks straight past me to beam at Tess like she’s as angelic a sight as Nana.

“Sorry for the lack of heads up,” Tess says, scuffing at a bit of gravel with the tip of her heavy work boot. “I was supposed to come along to all Léon’s appointments today so he could start introducing me to his clients, but his back was acting up real bad, so I offered to go out alone so he wouldn’t have to cancel everything.”

I can’t keep myself from squinting at her. That doesn’t explain how Léon plucked an Anglophone lesbian farrier out of the mountains of rural Québec.

“I’ve shown your mother all my qualifications and some photos of my work,” she says, mistaking my gawking for doubt. “I’m happy to show you the same, and I completely understand if you’d rather wait for a day Léon can come oversee things himself.”

“Pas du tout!” Maman protests, stepping over to grab Nana’s lead. “Your work looks wonderful, Tess. We’re lucky to have you here.”

Tess gives her that same goofy little smile from before. “Merci, Madame Gauthier.”

She sounds like one of those Ontario politicians on TV with their strained, prim classroom French, but Maman just laughs and then asks where she’d like Nana to stand.

“Maman, non,” I protest. “I can do it. You’re supposed to be up at the house.”

She tries to wave me off, but I can see the way she flinches with every step, her jaw clenched behind her smile. She’s putting on a brave face for company, but she’s in just as much pain as this morning.

I ball my hands into fists as my pulse raises like I’m about to fight something, but just like always, there’s nothing to fight. There’s nothing to scare off and chase away. The pain is in her, and no matter how much I try to help from the outside, she has to fight it alone.

Multiple sclerosis is a real bitch like that.

“Va t’en,” she teases, telling me to get lost as she flicks the end of the lead rope at me. “I’m okay. The sunshine feels good, and I want to hear more about the lovely Tess. Besides, ton bête has escaped again. You need to go catch him.”

“What?” I bark, whipping my head around to try and catch a glimpse of ‘my beast,’ which is Maman’s name for the donkey I made the mistake of rescuing from an animal shelter a few years ago.

I thought he could be a fun addition to the farm. People love donkeys. I was going to let our trail riding customers feed him carrots while we get the horses ready.

That was before I realized Satan lurks in his cold, evil heart.

“He’s behind the barn,” Maman says. “I tried to get him myself, but he’s too fast for my legs. You go. I’ll be okay. I promise.”

I hover for a few seconds, but when she snaps the lead at me again, I sigh and turn to face the ‘lovely’ Tess. She’s standing with her hands in her pockets like she’s waiting for someone to give her the go-ahead.

“I have to go catch an ass,” I announce. “I’ll be right back.”

She presses her lips together to smother a laugh that makes her cheeks balloon out like a chipmunk.

“Uh, good luck?” she says.

I lift my hand to my forehead to salute her before I start marching across the yard.

Really? A fucking salute?

I can feel heat creeping up my neck, but I blame it on the sun still beating down from the cloudless sky. I swing my arms like a drill sergeant as I stalk along the length of the barn, ordering myself to focus.

He can smell weakness from a mile away.

I round the edge of the barn, praying there’s a chance I can catch him by surprise, but of course, he’s staring straight at me.

And standing knee-deep in shit.

He tips his graying nose up in the air and brays, the wheezy hee-haw echoing over from where he’s perched on the top of the overflowing muck heap like a kid playing king of the hill.

“JOAQUIN!” I bellow.

It’s a pretty dramatic name for a donkey, but in my defense, I didn’t give it to him. Whoever dropped him off at the animal shelter put it down on his paperwork, and it just stuck.

“Câlice de crisse, Joaquin,” I call. “How the fuck did you get out again?”

I’ve never met an animal so good at escaping—from his stall, from his paddock, and even once from a fully sealed trailer. I swear he sprouts demon wings in the dead of night. Just last week, I woke up to that hee-haw right under my bedroom window, after I’d triple-checked he was shut up in his double-locked stall the evening before.

“Don’t make me come up there,” I warn.

The wasteland where we’ve dumped the dirty shavings from the horses’ stalls for decades stretches out like The Place Where the Light Does Not Touch, or whatever they call the evil part of the savannah in The Lion King. It’s criss-crossed with wheelbarrow trails to avoid disturbing the highest pile, which Joaquin is now standing on top of.

“How did you even get up there?” I demand, risking a few steps closer.

Joaquin’s tail flicks in warning.

“Look, you’ve got to come down eventually, Mister Drama Queen,” I tell him, “so how about we just skip all the shenanigans, and I’ll get you a nice carrot instead?”

I make it all the way to the bottom of the heap before he tries anything. As I stand there wondering how the hell I’m supposed to climb the pile without starting a poop avalanche, Joaquin rocks onto his haunches and then slams his front hooves down in a bratty little stamp. A smattering of turds rolls down the soggy shavings.

“Ça suffit!” I shout as I side-step out of the way. “Come the hell down, bête, or you’ll never see another carrot in your life.”

He sniffs, his long ears twitching, and then he starts kicking up his front legs and back legs in turn, bobbing like a rocking horse and braying like a banshee as the whole pile begins to tremble underneath him.

“Cut it out!” I bark.

That just makes him rock even faster.

My pulse kicks up as I realize just how bad this could get. He could seriously hurt himself if the pile collapses, and cleaning up the mess would take hours, if not days.

I don’t have days. Every spare minute of my time either goes to the inn, or the farm, or Maman. There isn’t room for any screw-ups.

“That’s it, bête. I’m coming to get you.”

I step up to the bottom of the pile, and Joaquin freezes, like he wasn’t expecting me to make good on my threat. My first step into the shavings sinks deep enough to cover the tops of my boots, but I grit my teeth and take another. Then another.

The higher I go, the less stable my footing becomes, but if I can just get close enough to snag the strap of his halter, we might make it out of this mess in one piece.

I wobble, flailing my arms out for balance. I manage to catch myself before I land flat on my ass, but my windmilling arms send Joaquin into red alert. He snorts and prances backwards, tossing his head out of reach.

Unfortunately for Joaquin, there’s no room left to go backwards.

Unfortunately for both of us, Joaquin’s hind legs slipping off the edge of the pile makes the whole thing quake underneath him, like Mount Fecesuvius about to erupt.

He digs his front legs in extra hard to try to pull himself up, his eyes flaring wide enough to show their stark white edges. The pile trembles even more.

I lunge forward, my legs sinking in all the way up to my knees, and strain my arm to snatch at his halter. My fingertips brush the faded green nylon once, then twice, and then finally, I grab hold.

“AHA!” I shriek.

We stand face to face, both of us breathing hard, and there’s a split second of stillness before the pile collapses.

It really is like a volcano erupting.

Shavings slough down in heavy, damp clumps, poo balls rolling alongside them like loose boulders. There’s no option but for me and Joaquin to slide down with them.

My feet are swept out from under me. I barely have time to throw an arm up over my face to keep from getting a mouthful of E. coli before I’m rolling like a kid playing on a grassy hill.

Only the hill smells like horse piss instead of clover and daisies.

I can’t see anything except the crook of my elbow still braced over my face, but I can hear Joaquin bellowing from somewhere below me, and I let out my own shriek in response.

He might be an asshole, but he’s my asshole. I’m supposed to take care of him. I’m supposed to make sure his demonic possession doesn’t lead to him snapping his legs in half or breaking his back.

Not only that, but Maman and I can’t afford a broken anything.

By the time I stop rolling and get a glimpse of clear blue sky, my whole body is jacked up on panicked adrenaline. I ignore the way everything is still spinning and stagger to my feet.

I expect to find Joaquin laying on his side in a heap, or maybe poking his head out above the debris like an avalanche survivor, but he’s nowhere to be found.

“Shit, shit, shit,” I chant, racing around what’s left of the pile.

That’s when I hear it.

The sound that haunts my dreams.

“HEE-HAW!”

I ball my hands into fists before slowly turning on my heels.

He’s made it all the way over to the back of the barn. He’s covered in filthy shavings, but he’s prancing around like he’s never felt spryer in his life.

This time, I don’t bother trying to sneak up on him.

I just run.

It’s completely the wrong way to catch an animal, but I don’t care anymore. I bolt at him like I’m possessed by a demon of my own, my vision shrinking down to just that smug little donkey face.

The smugness fades when he realizes I’m not bluffing.

Then he starts running too.

“That’s right, bête!” I shout as he disappears around the edge of the barn. “You better run!”

It’s only once I’ve made it back up to the front of the barn that I remember I’m not the only human out here.

Joaquin is trotting in circles while Maman and Tess stare at me like I just crawled out of a swamp.

Honestly, I’d probably look better if I had fallen in a swamp. At least there would have been water to explain why the back of my shirt feels wet.

Maman is holding onto Nana’s halter like she might bolt, but the mare has seen enough in her day to not even bother batting an eye at the shenanigans going down.

Tess is standing up straight, a pair of hoof clippers in her hand and a farrier’s apron belted on over her jeans. The thick brown leather is shiny over the tops of her thighs, worn down from pinching horses’ legs between them.

Seems like she really has been doing this for years.

“Jacinthe!” Maman says, her eyes wide as she looks me up and down a few times. “Qu’est ce qui se passe?”

I’m not sure how to answer her question of what’s happened. I’m not totally sure what’s happened myself. All I know is that I need to catch that damn donkey if it’s the last thing I ever do.

I puff myself up like a predator and stalk towards him. Again, it’s the complete opposite of how you’re supposed to handle an escaped animal, but nothing you’re supposed to do has ever worked on Joaquin.

“Assez,” I bark. “We’re done. Pack it in, bro. I’m not joking.”

He feints to the right, but I’m smart enough to go left, and I end up close enough to catch his halter again.

He lets out a furious bray, and then the asshole literally rears, rising up above me and pawing the air with his front legs like the freaking Black Stallion.

I’m thrown backwards so hard I’m forced to let go to keep my shoulder from dislocating. I land hard on my tailbone, pain ricocheting up my spine.

I grit my teeth to keep from screaming.

Maman and Tess both gasp. There’s a flurry of movement, but the pain is bad enough to have my eyes watering. By the time I blink the moisture away, Maman has tied Nana up to a hitching post and rushed over to me while Tess tries creeping up on Joaquin.

I try to tell her I’m fine, but pain snatches my breath away when I go to push up to my feet.

“Ma fille!” Maman tuts. “Don’t move.”

I ignore her and take a deep breath before trying again. This time, I manage to stand. The sharp pain is settling into an ache now. I rub my tailbone and groan again. It’s probably just going to be a nasty bruise.

It can’t be anything worse.

“It’s fine,” I say in French. “I just landed hard. It’s just bruised.”

Maman glares like she’d rather be piling me onto a stretcher, but she doesn’t argue. Not yet, at least. Instead, she plucks a bit of shavings out of my hair and wrinkles her nose.

“What happened?” She circles around me to do a full inspection and gags when she gets a look at my back. “Why are you covered in…caca?”

I was really hoping that somehow wasn’t what’s seeping through my shirt.

“Ask him.” I swing my arm out towards Joaquin and then do a double-take.

I’d rub my eyes if my hands weren’t covered in shit. There’s no way I’m seeing this right.

Tess is clutching Joaquin’s halter and stroking the side of his face, and he’s not even trying to bite her.

She coos at him, soft enough that I can’t hear whatever witchcraft she must be chanting, before she notices we’re watching.

“You okay?” she asks, looking at me. “That looked painful.”

I stop rubbing my back.

“I’m fine,” I say. My skin feels hot under my shirt collar. “It’s no big deal.”

Tess nods and then chuckles. “He seems like quite the little troublemaker.”

She gives his halter a tug as she starts walking over to us. I open my mouth to try and warn her about his tendency for sneak attacks, but he just drops his head low in surrender and plods along at her side. Tess makes it all the way to where we’re standing without incident.

“Here,” she says, nodding her head at Joaquin.

I reach out on instinct and clutch the other side of his halter.

He doesn’t even blink.

I know I should say thank you, but my throat has gone dry. Tess grins anyway and drops her hand to her side before stuffing her fists in her pockets.

The heat surges up my neck and into my cheeks.

I just got my ass handed to me.


Chapter 2


Tess



“How did your first day go, sweetie?”

The familiar warmth of my mom’s voice drifts through my phone. I close my eyes for a moment, imagining we’re having this conversation over our usual mugs of mint hot chocolate instead of hundreds of miles apart.

“Pretty good,” I answer. “Well, as good as it could have, considering I was a literal stranger showing up at people’s doors.”

She tuts. “I bet they all loved you.”

“I think they’d love me more if I spoke better French.”

I lean my hip against the kitchen counter and stare through the glass doors out onto the tiny balcony of the short-term rental unit. Shel is plucking at her acoustic guitar, a frustrated pout on her face as she tries to follow along with a YouTube video.

I feel a twinge deep in my chest, the trusty old Mom Guilt digging its claws in yet again.

She deserves proper lessons. There was no sense getting her a guitar for her birthday if I couldn’t afford a teacher to go along with it, but she’d been asking all year, and I thought we could find some kind of community program at the library back home.

I couldn’t have foreseen moving us deep into the mountains of rural Québec. I haven’t even checked if they have a library out here, never mind one big enough to host accessibly priced guitar lessons for ten year-olds.

“You’ll pick it up,” Mom assures me. “You were always good at French in school.”

“That was in a classroom,” I remind her, “in Ontario. It’s like a whole other language out here.”

“Well, French aside, how were the clients?”

I turn away from the window before Shel can look up and catch me staring at her. I’d probably earn myself a glare. She’s already sprouting with the first thorns of teenage sass now that she’s hit double digits.

Ten years old.

From the moment she was born, every parent I knew told me the years would go by fast, that if I even blinked, the baby in my arms would be heading off to school.

I didn’t see how that was possible when it felt like every tiny breath she took contained the whole expanse of the universe, but they were right. I blinked, and here we are.

I wander deeper into the two-bedroom condo, with its bland grey furniture and generic, mass-produced art on the walls. I got a good deal considering its neither ski season nor the height of summer, but the vacation rental in Saint-Jovite is still way more expensive than I can afford.

I try to be grateful we at least have a roof over our heads after the original long-term apartment I had lined up for us fell through just days before we showed up in Québec with all our stuff.

“The clients are…eclectic,” I answer.

That’s one way to describe the range of farms I visited yesterday. Back home in Guelph, I was mostly working at riding schools and big boarder barns. My clients were pretty much all well-off middle-aged women who owned horses as a hobby, either for themselves or their kids.

I had a few of those yesterday too, but I also put a set of shoes on a draft horse owned by an ninety year-old man named Philippe who invited me to the upcoming funeral of his recently deceased barn cat, trimmed the hooves of four alpacas for a woman who asked if I’d accept a blueberry pie as partial payment, and nearly missed an appointment for a sweet family and their equally sweet Shetland pony when the GPS on my phone seemed to think their farm was on the edge of a cliff.

Turned out it was at the bottom of the cliff and the road to get there just doesn’t exist on any known map.

Then, of course, there was the donkey fiasco at La Grange Rouge.

I grin at the memory as my mom titters away with some more assurances that everyone loved me and I’m doing a great job.

The Other Butch, as I’ve been referring to her in my head, definitely did not love me, but for some reason, I can’t bring myself to be anything but amused. She is a client—an important one, at that; they have about ten horses on that farm—and yet, I still find myself snorting when I picture the look on her face when I handed the donkey to her.

Maybe I’m just so relieved there’s another visibly queer person around that I can’t be bothered by a bad first impression. When I researched the Mont-Tremblant area before the move, I learned there’s plenty of tourism and a thriving local arts scene, especially within a little picturesque town called La Cloche, so it’s not like I expected to be the first gender non-conforming woman anyone here has ever seen, but every ping on my gaydar still feels like a reassurance that maybe, just maybe, we can find a place for us out here.

Not just an apartment, but a place. For me and for Shel. A place to finally live life on our own terms.

“So how goes the house hunt?” Mom asks, like she can sense what road my thoughts have turned down.

“Ugh, terrible,” I say with a groan, letting myself collapse down onto the grey, scratchy sofa in the living room. “It’s like every spare property around here is a vacation rental. There are hardly any long-term lets, and the few I’ve managed to find are either way too pricey or way too sketchy. I promised Shel she’d have her own room, so we need at least a two-bedroom. I don’t mind if we have to go way out in the countryside. I’d prefer it, actually, but that means we’d be renting a whole house, which is hard to find and even harder to afford. I just…I didn’t think it would be this hard.”

“Honey, you’ll find something,” she coos. “You haven’t even been there for two weeks.”

I lean forward to prop my elbow on my knee and rest my forehead on my palm.

“I know, I know,” I say. “It’s just that I’ve only got this place for a month. I could renew for another, but it’s so expensive, and they’d need to know by the end of next week anyway. It’s really getting down to the wire, Mom, and I just…”

I clamp my mouth shut and rub at my temples. Complaining isn’t doing any good, and Shel could walk in at any second.

I can’t let her hear how worried I am about housing. She’s already been so strong throughout the moving process. She needs me to be strong too.

“It’s just what, honey?”

I can picture how my mom would look, leaning across our old kitchen table to slide our hot chocolate mugs out of the way and clap her hand over my shoulder, her green eyes shining with gentle encouragement.

I squeeze my own eyes shut and hold onto that image.

“It’s just that every time something goes wrong here, I can’t help wondering if I’ve made a huge mistake.”

There’s a moment of silence. I listen to her breathing through the receiver, and for a second, I wonder if she’s going to tell me I’m right.

“You’re taking a chance, honey,” she says instead. “A big, brave chance to build a beautiful life for you and your daughter. I’m proud of you, and whatever happens, we’ll figure it out.”

Four months ago, that’s exactly what the thought of this new job felt like: a chance—and a desperately needed one at that. The combination of a land developer offering my parents a huge chunk of change for their property and my boss offering me a shot at taking over his old friend’s business out here in Québec lined up within weeks of each other.

It looked perfect on paper. My dad could finally start his long-postponed retirement, my parents could afford to downsize to a townhouse more suitable for getting older, and I could start running my own business instead of working under someone else in an area already oversaturated with farriers.

It was exactly the push I needed to finally get me and Shel into our own place, to make something for us instead of leaning so much on my parents’ generosity and waking up every day just to stare at the ceiling of my childhood bedroom and be reminded of how different teenage me thought my life would turn out.

I can’t say all of that to my mom, though. She already feels guilty enough about selling the house, no matter how many times I tell her moving out was for the best.

I’ve probably said too much as it is.

“Thank you,” I tell her. “I know we will. It’s just stressful getting everything set up, but I’m sure in a few weeks, it will all feel much better.”

I force as much conviction as I can into my words, but they still sound hollow.

“You know what you should do?” Mom asks. “You should take Shel out for a drive today. Do some exploring. It’s Saturday. Everything can wait for an afternoon. You should take her over to that little artist town you told me about.”

I purse my lips. Sacrificing an afternoon’s worth of trawling property listings doesn’t sound like the smart move, but then again, I’ve already burned my eyeballs staring at my screen all morning doing exactly that.

“Tess,” Mom chides, clucking her tongue like she can see the doubt on my face. “I am ordering you to take my grandchild out for a drive in the sunshine, and I will text her to make sure you’ve done it.”

I chuckle. “You know her phone is supposed to be just for emergencies.”

“Well, consider this an emergency, then,” she shoots back. “It would be a crime to waste a day like this. It is sunny there too, right?’

I glance out at the cloudless azure sky through the window and consider lying, but instead, I go with the truth.

“It’s gorgeous. You’re right. We should get out there.”

We wrap up our call, and I pad over to the sliding glass door to check on Shel. She’s still grimacing, but her hands are working over the fret board, her tiny fingers stretching out to find the chords. Some of her choppy brown hair is falling into her face, the tips of it dyed dark pink with the pack of Manic Panic I relented and let her toss in our basket at the drug store the day we arrived in Saint-Jovite.

I figured if I was making her start at a new school this year, the least I could do is let her have the hair she wanted on her first day of fifth grade.

I watch her play for a minute. The tip of her tongue pokes out the side of her mouth, a habit she somehow picked up from her dad despite how little time he spends with her. She’s rolled up the sleeves of her huge black hoodie with the built-in floppy bunny ears, but the cuffs are slowly sliding their way back down to her gangly wrists.

I wait until she gives a frustrated shake of her head and lets the guitar drop in her lap before I rap my knuckles against the glass. Her head jerks up, her hair falling out of her face to reveal the summer freckles splashed across the bridge of her nose.

“New plan for the day,” I say as I yank the door open. “We’re going for a drive.”

She huffs and puffs at first, but it’s clear guitar practice isn’t offering much dopamine today, and we’re piled into the truck ten minutes later.

“What do you say we go check out La Cloche?” I ask while she’s clicking her seatbelt in.

“Is that that place with all the art galleries?”

We saw the town mentioned on some tourism brochures when we came out for a long weekend this summer to meet Léon and get a feel for the area, but we never made it that far up past Saint-Jovite.

“Yeah, that’s the one. They’re supposed to have all kinds of different artists there. We could browse around a few shops. They probably have a bakery or something like that too. We could get…”

Shel does an excited little wriggle in her seat as we both shout, “Treats!”

That settles it. I shift the truck into gear and steer us out to the highway, heading along the same route I took to La Grange Rouge, which is just a few minutes outside La Cloche proper. I let Shel play DJ, and soon, the sounds of her latest K-Pop obsession are drifting through the speakers.

The rapid pop beat is a stark contrast to the slow pace of our surroundings, but I can’t complain when she looks so cute bobbing her head to the rhythm and mouthing the few English words interspersed throughout the lyrics.

We’re just fifteen minutes outside Saint-Jovite, but we’re already the only car on the road. Thick trees stretch up high above our heads, their leaves just starting to glow with the first traces of orange and yellow. The forest is dense, spiky firs and pines adding a shock of dark, shadowy green.

The two-lane highway is cracked and crumbling along its edges, a few potholes adding to the obstacle course effect as we wind along the curves of the rolling mountains. I tap my fingers on the wheel to the beat of the song, sinking deeper into my seat as some of the tension drains from my shoulders.

More than anything, it was the driving that convinced me I could feel at home here when we visited in the summer. I spend so many hours on the road for work that some nice scenery is a major bonus, but it’s more than that. There’s something about rambling through the Laurentian Mountains that just feels easy. Dependable. Still.

They’re the kind of mountains that stretch all your problems out across their gentle peaks until you can see the life you thought was a tangled mess isn’t so knotted up after all.

That’s what I want, for me and for Shel. I want a life that feels solid and smooth, not a string of makeshift decisions snarled with guilt and doubt.

I just want to stop doubting. Just for one second, I want to be sure I’m doing the right thing for my kid.

After another ten minutes, we reach the highway exit with a sign for La Cloche. We cruise up a mostly straight road, the woods on either side of us thinning to reveal the first few houses and wide, grassy lawns. The houses get closer and closer together, all of them featuring quaint details like pastel-coloured shutters or a homemade swing hanging from an ancient maple’s branches.

I find us a parking spot just before we hit the main street. Shel skips ahead of me as we walk over, the bunny ears of her hoodie flopping against her back.

It’s no longer high season, but the main street is still bustling with a decent amount of tourists. Most of their arms are laden with brown paper bags as they weave from shop to shop. The buildings are a mix of cozy brick facades and clapboard painted in vibrant hues, the window displays bursting with even more colour. The sidewalks are lined with old-fashioned iron lampposts all draped with fluttering banners.

“This is so cool!” Shel shouts, waving me over to join her where she’s stopped in front of a window showcasing a selection of different crafting kits for kids. “Can we go in?”

“Of course,” I tell her.

We spend a couple hours like that: window shopping and browsing around any boutique or gallery that catches Shel’s eye. More and more weight seems to slough off my shoulders as I watch her grin and gasp over the treasures we find.

She’s been quiet since she started at her new school. She’s always been the kind of kid who spends a lot of time on her own, wrapped up in her imagination, but this has been different.

I know an adjustment period is inevitable. The therapist she meets with online to process the move, paid for with the help of my parents, has assured me of that, but still, the relief of seeing her bounding around and giggling like her usual self today is enough to make my knees feel weak.

Then again, that could be due to the fact that it’s almost two in the afternoon and we’ve completely forgotten about lunch.

“What do you say we go find those treats?” I ask as we’re heading out of a textile workers’ collective, our pockets bursting with all the business cards we’ve been grabbing as we browse.

“Treats!” Shel shouts, punching the air.

I laugh and tug on one of her bunny ears while I scan our surroundings for the nearest food-selling establishment. I spot something called Café Cloche across the road, and the chalkboard sign out on the sidewalk advertising fresh cinnamon buns is all it takes to convince us.

Inside, the place is cute and cozy but just a little too warm to be comfortable. Almost every seat is filled with customers while even more of them form a line snaking up to the counter. A quick glance at the trays of baked goods under the glass confirms our treat of choice hasn’t sold out yet, so I send Shel to use her nimble child powers to secure us a place to sit while I wait in line.

I end up standing next to a bulletin board covered in local announcements, the pages ranging from professionally printed pamphlets to sticky notes scrawled with looping handwriting. There’s a call-out for vendors at an upcoming autumn craft market, a dog-walker looking for new clients, and a new bed and breakfast called Balsam Inn that’s hosting a grand opening at the end of the month.

The name rings a bell, and I realize this is the inn Gabrielle told me about while I was shoeing the horses. It’s the business Jacinthe decided to open with a couple of her friends, after one of them inherited a huge house from an elderly relative.

I scan the grand opening details, impressed with how professional everything sounds. My gaze flicks over to the next advertisement, and my pulse kicks up as I forget all about the inn.

There’s a farmhouse for rent.

Well, part of a farmhouse.

My gaze darts over the details typed out under a few black and white photos: the back end of the house has been converted into its own unit, with a bedroom, living room, and small loft space. It’s got a full bathroom with a shower and tub. The kitchen is only a mini fridge, microwave, and hot plate, but the ad says renters would also have access to the full kitchen in the main part of the house, along with the laundry room.

My heart pounds even faster when I get to the price.

It’s within my budget—well within my budget, in fact.

I blink a few times to make sure I’m not seeing things. I’ve looked at enough property listings over the past two weeks that I wouldn’t be surprised if my eyes had started playing tricks on me, but the numbers on the page remain the same.

My hand starts gliding towards the strips of paper cut along the page’s edge, all of them printed with the landlord’s phone number. None of them have been torn off yet, but before I can rip one myself, I hear someone make a noise of surprise behind me.

I turn around to find Gabrielle Gauthier from La Grange Rouge has joined the line. She’s wearing an oversized chambray shirt that’s a little frayed around the collar, her mass of grey-streaked hair pulled back into a puffy ponytail.

“Well, hello there, Miss Farrier!” she says, her stunned expression shifting into a twinkling smile. “How nice to see you again!”

I stick my hand out for a shake. “C’est…um...bon de, um…te revoir, Madame Gauthier.”

My face heats up as I stumble through my sentence. I have enough French to hold a passable conversation, but something about speaking French to actual French speakers gets my tongue tied in a knot and makes me forget half my vocabulary.

Gabrielle somehow manages not to laugh.

“Très gentil,” she says. “So, what brings you back to our little town so soon?”

“Oh, um…” I shove my hands in the pockets of my jeans and nod over at where Shel is sitting engrossed in the stack of postcards we got for half price in one of the galleries. “My daughter and I are out exploring.”

“That is your daughter? How sweet!” Gabrielle chuckles at Shel’s concentrated face before turning back to me. “Are you getting the cinnamon buns? You need to get the cinnamon buns. I’m bringing some back to la grange for Jacinthe. I am glad the tourists didn’t eat them all yet.”

I laugh as we shuffle up a couple feet with the rest of the line. “Guess I’m guilty, huh?”

She wrinkles her nose and gives my shoulder a playful swat. “Oh, pas du tout. You’re not a tourist. Saint-Jovite isn’t far enough for you to be a tourist.”

“I just meant that I’m still new around here.”

She shrugs. “You’ve already put shoes on all my horses. I think you are well on your way to becoming a local, chérie.”

I turn to the bulletin board to hide how her comment is making something warm well up in my chest.

After Jacinthe went inside to deal with her manure-stained clothes and rest her tailbone, Gabrielle and I ended up spending the rest of yesterday afternoon together while she held the horses for me. I told her about Shel and the move and my hopes that taking over Léon’s business will all go smoothly. She was sweet enough about everything that it almost felt like getting the chance to talk to my own mom face to face.

I stare at the board, blinking hard as I wait for the prickling sensation in the corners of my eyes to fade.

“Ah,” Gabrielle says, her gaze following mine. “Rien encore.”

She traces a finger over the strips of phone numbers along the bottom of the ad for the farmhouse.

My forehead wrinkles as I turn her words over in my head.

Still nothing.

“Has that ad been here a while?” I ask.

She sighs. “Ouais. We put them up all around town three months ago. We are trying to rent it now that my nephew has moved out to Alberta. He was living with us for a few years. It’s been hard to find someone for a long-term lease in La Cloche. Most people who move here want to buy, and the renters just want it for summer or ski season.”

I turn to squint at her instead of the paper.

“This is your house?”

She tilts her head. “Yes?”

I whip my attention back to the ad, and I realize I have seen the house before, up at the top of the gravel drive leading past the bright red barn.

“You’re renting this house out?”

Gabrielle lets out a titter edged with confusion. “Yes, Tess. Is there a problem?”

“It’s just, I’m looking for a house.”

I blurt the words before I can stop myself. Despite our lengthy chat yesterday, I managed to keep from filling Gabrielle in on our housing issues. I figured it would be best not to seem like too much of a disaster in front of a client I’d just met.

“Well, for somewhere to live,” I add, since there’s no backtracking now. “Somewhere to rent. The place I had set up before we arrived fell through at the last minute. We’re in a short-term let at the moment, and it’s been hell trying to find somewhere else in Saint-Jovite that ticks all our boxes. Like you said, most of the rental market around here is only seasonal.”

The creases in Gabrielle’s forehead deepen. “I had no idea you were still trying to find somewhere to live. That sounds stressful.”

I shrug and do my best not to grimace too much. “It, uh, hasn’t been fun.”

Gabrielle looks back and forth between me and the advertisement a few times.

“You’d like a place in Saint-Jovite?” she asks, her tone hesitant, like she’s trying not to get too hopeful.

“I’d like something anywhere, to be honest,” I answer. “Just as long as it’s on a bus route to Shel’s school.”

She waves a hand like she’s batting away a fly from landing on her dessert. “Ah, pas de problème. All the kids here get bussed into Saint-Jovite.”

I shift my weight from foot to foot. “They do?”

She nods.

We stare at each other for so long the couple in line ahead of me moves up a few more paces. I should move too, but my feet are glued to the spot.

“Tess, I hope this is not too much,” she says after a final glance at the poster, “but do you and your daughter want to come see the house sometime?”

Behind Gabrielle, I can see Shel still shuffling through her postcards, admiring the glossy watercolour designs. She said she wants to put them up in her bedroom once we have a permanent place.

I promised her a home out here. I promised her everything would work out.

“Yes,” I tell Gabrielle. “I think we would.”


Chapter 3


Jacinthe



“Christe alors, do I have a story for you,” I announce.

I grunt as I step up onto the porch of Balsam Inn, the giant pack of toilet paper I’m balancing in my arms almost slipping out of my grip.

Our big order of hospitality supplies arrived today, and the company dumped all the boxes in the middle of the driveway. Natalie and Maddie, my best friends and soon-to-be co-workers at this fine establishment of ours, were already busy hauling things into the house when I arrived.

My back is screaming at me to stop, but I can’t slack off today, not when we’re so close to the grand opening. My tailbone is so covered in bruises it looks like someone came at me with a two-by-four, and even the Super Mega Extra Strength Tylenol that’s harder to get down your throat than a golf ball hasn’t been enough to make the ache in my muscles go away.

I really did a number on myself chasing after that donkey yesterday. Leading two group trail rides all by myself this morning didn’t help either.

Still, we’ve got an inn to open, and I’m not about to skip out on my best friends over something a cold beer and my trusty heating pack won’t fix tonight.

“Ah, ouais?” Maddie says, teetering in front of me with her own stack of toilet rolls. “Can your story wait until I’m not about to fall over?”

Natalie rushes out the front door and grabs the edge of the package before Maddie has a chance to join the bruised tailbone club.

“Let’s just put them down here for now,” she says, walking backwards until we’re all huffing and puffing inside the lobby.

Maddie and I dump our packages on the hardwood floor, both of us sighing with relief.

I wipe a trickle of sweat off my forehead and glance around what used to be a dim and cramped entryway into a spooky old house that was definitely haunted by the ghost of Natalie’s great aunt.

There are no ghosts hanging around today. I hope it’s because we’ve done Natalie’s Tante Manon proud with the renovations. The whole place is bright and airy, filled with the smell of fresh paint and lavender cleaning spray. The dark oak floors are gleaming with new polish, and a couple of the old walls have been knocked down to turn the entryway into a fancy little lobby with a brass chandelier, an upholstered bench, and a vintage oak reception desk that perfectly matches the floors.

I can’t even blame Natalie for boning our interior designer and falling head over heels in love with her; Brooke has done a very good job on the place.

She’s also turned out to be a very good girlfriend for Nat.

“You okay?” Natalie asks, narrowing her eyes when she spots me rubbing my lower back.

“Ça va,” I say, waving off her concern. “It’s nothing. Just part of the story I have to tell you guys.”

She keeps squinting at me. “Well, now I’m intrigued.”

“You should be,” I tell her. “It’s very exciting. I almost died.”

Maddie snorts while she finishes tightening up her ponytail. Her glasses have slipped down her nose, and she shoves them back up when she’s done fixing her hair. The lenses make her already huge eyes look like something out of a Pixar cartoon.

We might both have the whole dark hair and dark eyes thing going on, with the signature upturned Gauthier nose, but my little cousin is definitely one of the more delicate-looking members of our family. Everybody is always telling me they can hear me coming from a mile away, whereas we’ve been calling Maddie petit fantôme—little ghost—since she learned to crawl.

“You’re always almost dying, you drama queen,” she says with a shake of her head.

I gasp and clap my hand to my chest. “Moi? A drama queen?”

I pretend to swoon and keel over onto the reception desk.

“Watch the oak,” Natalie warns, but she’s chuckling.

She’s usually down to give me at least a chuckle, even for my stupidest jokes, which is just one of the million reasons she’s my best friend. She’s practically as much of a family member to me as Maddie, even if her own family is a product of the Anglophone invasion, when a bunch of hippies from out of the province swooped in a few decades back to turn La Cloche into the artsy tourist haven it is today.

The three of us grew up together, sharing the typical La Cloche childhood of building tree forts in the summer, making snow forts in the winter, and coming up with a whole sideshow’s worth of dumb songs and secret handshakes during the long bus rides to school in Saint-Jovite.

Maddie is four years younger than me and Nat, but once we all grew into teenagers, we turned into a little trio of besties, and we only got closer after realizing we’re all super fucking gay.

Nothing like being young lesbians in a small town to bond you forever, even in a town as accepting as La Cloche.

Natalie looks like she’s been working on the inn all day, her poofy ponytail gone all frizzy and the golden brown of her hair coated with construction dust from the last-minute renovations still happening in the kitchen. Her plaid shirt is buttoned on crooked, the sleeves shoved up past her elbows and what looks like a coffee stain splashed across the front.

Still, she’s smiling, her eyes lit up with a mixture of caffeine, adrenaline, and pure excitement for the next phase of Balsam Inn. I’m running on the same cocktail of brain chemicals, and I’m pretty sure Maddie is too.

It’s been months of bank meetings, grant applications, supplier phone calls, renovation setbacks, contract negotiations, shopping trips, and good old manual labor, but the light at the end of the tunnel is now so bright we’re about to shoot out into the sun.

Of course, there’s a chance all our hopes and dreams will be burnt to a crisp once we get there, but I’m trying not to think about that. I want to believe the teenage girls who used to dream about running a business together while getting overworked at underpaid tourism jobs every summer have grown into the kind of badass women who can open the best damn inn the Laurentians have ever seen.

I have to believe that. We’ve got too much riding on this for it not to work.

We spend the next twenty minutes piling the lobby up with soaps, shampoos, and enough toilet paper to host a whole battalion of the Canadian army. There are only six guest rooms at the inn, but all our research told us to double whatever we thought was a reasonable amount of supplies.

“Is the sink working yet?” I ask once we’re done. The evening air is cooling off, but I’m still sweating through my t-shirt. “I need some water.”

“Yeah, the plumbing is all good to go.” Natalie leads the way down the hall into the kitchen. “They’re just finishing up the cupboards.”

The renovation crew is long gone for the day, but the kitchen is still littered with paint cans, plastic tarps, and power tools. We had to get a wall knocked down to make a kitchen big enough to serve up six rooms’ worth of breakfasts every day. The cost of the new fridge alone made me feel like I was going to pass out, but Natalie’s inheritance money from her aunt has covered a big chunk of the start-up costs, and we scraped enough together from business loans and a Québec tourism grant to get almost everything else taken care of.

“Here.” Natalie shoves a water glass into my hands. “You sure you’re okay?”

I smack my lips together after taking a gulp. “I’m always okay, chérie.”

Maddie scoffs where she’s filling up her own glass in the sparkling new double sink. “You were just telling us you almost died yesterday.”

“Right!” I snap my fingers and then set my water down on the kitchen island still wrapped in plastic. “Let me tell you about that.”

There are no stools, so I try to heave my ass up onto the island to take a seat. I’m way too short, and I end up screeching with pain when the edge of the island digs into my bruises.

“Shit, Jass!” Natalie rushes over and grabs my shoulders like I’m about to faint. “What the hell is up with you?”

“It’s nothing,” I hiss, even as I have to press both my hands to my tailbone to try and dull the ache.

I yelp again when I feel a second pair of hands tugging my shirt up.

“Tabarnak, Maddie, how did you get over here?”

The petit fantôme somehow snuck right up behind me.

“Hey, personal space!” I shout when she yanks my own hands out of her way and reaches for the edges of my shirt again. “I do not consent! Stranger danger!”

“I’m not a stranger. I’m your cousin, and you—oh.” Maddie’s know-it-all tone disappears, her hands going still as her breath catches. “Câlice, Jacinthe. What happened to you?”

Natalie swerves around me to catch a glimpse of my back just as I’m escaping Maddie’s clutches.

“Oh my god, you’re, like, blue. Are those bruises?”

“They’re not that bad,” I grumble while I flick my t-shirt back down over my jeans.

I walk to the other side of the island so they don’t get any ideas about exposing me against my will again.

“Did you get attacked?” Maddie demands, her eyes somehow even wider than normal behind her glasses.

I cross my arms and plant my elbows on top of the island. The plastic wrap crinkles.

“Yes,” I say. “I did. By Joaquin.”

I watch both their expressions shift from confusion to horror and back to confusion again.

“The…donkey?” Natalie says, after what feels like a full minute of silence. “The donkey did that to you?”

I roll my eyes. “Yes, the donkey. Do you know any other Joaquins?”

Maddie cranes her neck like she’s trying to get a look at my back again. “Did he step on you or something?”

“No, he launched us into an avalanche of literal shit and then embarrassed me on purpose in front of my new farrier, who is, like, the most butch butch to ever butch, and then she had the audacity to laugh in my face and overcharge me.”

Maddie blinks and then looks at Natalie, who blinks back at her, and then they both look at me and blink some more.

“I think we should go sit down for this one,” Natalie announces.

It takes me a full fifteen minutes to tell them the story. We sprawl out in the lounge, which is a mixture of new furniture and some of the old lady sofas Natalie’s great aunt had the place filled with. Brooke has somehow styled them to look cute and cozy instead of like something out of an episode of That ‘70s Show.

Maddie and Natalie keep interrupting to accuse me of being overdramatic, but I don’t back down.

“I know it sounds crazy to say Joaquin lured me to the top of the muck pile just to knock it down on purpose,” I insist, “but you don’t know that little fucker like I do. He’s a mastermind. He has plans too dark and twisted for any of us to understand.”

Maddie stretches out in the armchair she’s claimed for herself and waves for me to keep the conversation moving. “Okay, okay. He did the muck pile on purpose, but do you really expect us to believe a donkey intentionally tried to embarrass you in front of a woman you think is hot?”

My jaw drops, the pillow in my lap tumbling to the floor.

“I don’t think she’s hot!”

Natalie smirks as she bends over to grab the pillow. “Jass, you spent like two minutes telling us what her bulging arm muscles look like. You obviously think she’s hot.”

I snap my gaping mouth shut and glare at both of them.

“I mean, I don’t think she’s hot,” I try again. “I can understand why some people would find her hot, but the whole point is that she’s another butch. She’s like a…a…super butch, or something.”

Natalie cackles. “A super butch?”

I can feel my chest and neck heating up, the blood getting dangerously close to creeping into my cheeks.

“You know what I mean!” I flick my hand out like I’m gesturing at an invisible Super Butch standing in the middle of the floral rug. “Like, all tall and strong and shit, with the rolled up t-shirt sleeves and that haircut where it’s long on top and short on the sides.”

I press the sides of my bob to my scalp to show them what I mean. Maddie joins Natalie in another round of laughing at me, which just makes the flush on my chest burn hotter.

“Ben ouais, we know what you mean, Jass,” Maddie says, still giggling. “You seem to have remembered a lot of details about her.”

I cross my arms. “I am not attracted to her. I just do not see a lot of women that butch around here. It…threw me off.”

I smooth down the denim of my jeans to keep from watching the way Maddie and Natalie lean in a little closer, their laughter fading.

“What do you mean?” Natalie asks.

I shrug, gaze still glued to my thighs. “You know. It was just…I didn’t expect that.”

When I look up, Natalie is watching me with her head tilted to the side.

“There are butches in La Cloche,” she says. “Right? I mean, it’s not exactly the femme capital of Québec.”

Maddie points at her chest and then at Natalie’s. “Yeah, even we wear flannel all the time.”

They are both wearing flannel shirts today, and I know what Natalie is trying to say. Out here in the country, there’s no shortage of outdoorsy, truck-driving women who march around in work boots. There are also plenty of members of the artsy crowd in La Cloche who aren’t into ‘traditional expressions of femininity.’ I’m far from the only woman to wear a carabiner on my belt loop, but I’m talking about something more specific than that.

“Okay, yeah,” I try to explain, “but there’s a difference between being a rough around the edges country girl lesbian and, like, butch.”

They both give me an expectant look, like I’m a professor at Butch University about to give a lecture, but after opening and closing my mouth a few times, I realize maybe this is just one of those things I can’t explain to them.

It’s one of those things I haven’t really been able to explain to anyone. It’s the thing that set us apart even when we were kids, the thing that made grown-ups chuckle when they called Natalie a tomboy but stand with their backs all straight and their jaws tight when they said the same thing about me.

It’s like there was an acceptable line for how ‘boyish’ you were allowed to be before people decided it went from cute to creepy, and I crossed their creepy line before I was even old enough to realize there was a line at all.

“Voyons. Forget it.”

Natalie shifts on the couch like she’s going to pat me on the shoulder or even pull me into a hug, but I get to my feet instead. I start pacing up and down the length of the rug, my steps tracing the vines twining between the patterns of roses and daffodils.

“I just don’t trust her,” I continue. “She used her friendly Ontario person charm to convince Maman two of the horses were starting to show signs of thrush and charged us extra for handling it. That can’t be true. You think I wouldn’t notice if my own horses were getting thrush?”

I blow out a sharp burst of air, making my lips flap like I’m a horse myself.

“You have been kind of busy lately.”

I wheel around before I’ve reached the end of the carpet, planting my hands on my hips to stare Maddie down.

“I do not slack on the horses. My animals are my number one priority, after Maman.”

She gives me a small, gentle smile, like I’m a toddler she’s coaxing out of a tantrum.

“I didn’t mean you’re slacking,” she says in a slow voice. “If anything, you’re working too hard. You practically run the farm single-handedly, and now you’ve got this place, and I’m trying to say that if something slipped through the cracks this one time, it doesn’t mean you’re a bad horse owner.”

A dozen comebacks are fighting to climb out of my throat, but the longer I stare at her, the more her words seem to sink in.

I have been working hard, but that’s nothing new. Running a farm is hard. There’s no way around it. That’s what you sign up for.

Maybe I didn’t sign up for my mom’s MS getting so bad, and maybe I didn’t sign up for losing so much help on the farm as well as the supplement to our income when my cousin moved out. Maybe I didn’t expect it to be so hard to find someone to take over his lease. Maybe I didn’t realize taking on so many extra tasks would mean I’ve got no time to try and drum up new business, resulting in one of our worst financial summers ever.

Maybe all that is true, but that’s life. It’s hard sometimes, and you deal with it.

“You know, if it’s too much right now,” Natalie says, “we can⁠—”

“No,” I interrupt, shaking my head. “It’s not. I’m fine. I told you I’m always fine, remember?”

Before either of them can argue, I spin around and head for the lobby.

“Now, what do you say we figure out where the hell we’re going to put all that toilet paper?” I call back over my shoulder.


Chapter 4


Jacinthe



Ilift my shirt up and hiss when I see the green and purple bruises dotted along my lower back. I tug the waist of my jeans down and see the top of my ass is all mottled too. It’s been three days since the incident with Joaquin, and so far, the bruises are only getting worse.

“Esti,” I swear, my muscles crying out while I dab on a glob of the herbal-smelling arnica gel Maman left out for me on the counter.

I feel like a T-rex flailing my arms around, trying to reach far enough behind me to get the spots that hurt. My t-shirt keeps sliding back down to get in my way, so I tug it over my head and then shimmy my jeans down even farther.

By the time I hear the front door swing open, I’m all bent up like a contortionist. I waddle out of the bathroom in just my sports bra, my jeans caught on the tops of my thighs and the tube of arnica clutched in my fist.

“Maman! Can you help me?” I call out in French.

Before she can answer, I round the corner and find her standing in the entryway.

With the farrier.

I freeze, almost tripping over my feet as I grind to a halt. My hand squeezes so tight around the arnica that the plastic crunches. Everyone is silent.

The farrier’s eyes are bulging. Her gaze flicks over my body, which makes her eyebrows shoot even farther up her forehead. Her throat bobs, and she starts staring a hole into the ceiling above her head, like she’s hoping God himself will come down and zap her out of this situation with a magical light beam.

I could use my own getaway light beam. I glance down at myself and realize I look even worse than I thought. I literally have my freaking fly undone and the world’s least sexy pair of grey-that-used-to-be-white briefs poking up from under my jeans.

“Jacinthe!”

Maman squawks my name and rushes forward to flap her hands at me like I’m the one intruding.

“Que fais-tu?” she demands.

I should be asking what she thinks she’s doing, but instead, I find myself holding up the arnica bottle like evidence I’m not a criminal.

“I’m trying to put this on my back like you told me to! I’m too sore to reach. I thought you could help.”

She drops her voice to a whisper, even though Tess is just five feet away and can apparently speak at least some French.

“Why don’t you have any clothes on?”

“Um, excuse me, I am in a bra.” I use my free hand to snap one of the straps against my shoulder for emphasis. “In my house. I’m not walking around naked, and even if I was, I think I’m allowed to have my own tits flopping around in my own⁠—”

“Ça suffit!” She holds a hand up to silence me and then jerks her chin towards the hallway. “Go get dressed. We have a guest.”

“I see that. That would have been nice to know before I⁠—”

She cuts me off with one of her rare Maman Is Getting Serious glares. I grind my jaw as I swallow down the rest of my sentence. Even I know not to push her once she gets The Glare out.

“Please excuse me,” I say in English, peering over my mom’s shoulder at where Tess is still pretending to be fascinated by our ceiling. “I’ll be right back.”

I wait until I’ve turned the corner back to the bathroom before I hike my jeans up. Tess doesn’t need to see me trying to squeeze my hips into the stiff denim like I’m stuffing a couch cushion.

That’s the thing about being five foot two when you’re not also the width of a forest elf; pants are either way too long or way too tight. These ones are definitely in the way too tight category.

After I’ve zipped myself up, I fish my t-shirt off the bathroom floor and pull it over my head. I stare myself down in the bathroom mirror before wetting my hands and attacking the rooster hair I didn’t bother dealing with this morning.

The horses don’t care if I look like I’ve been electrocuted, but if Tess is out here looking like she just stepped out of a Levi’s ad, I guess I better step up my game.

I only caught a few quick glimpses of her by the door, but she seems as ridiculously put together for a farrier as she did the other day: tight tank top clinging to her stomach under an open plaid button-down with the sleeves neatly rolled up to show off her bulging forearm veins.

I mean, not that I could see them from across the room, but I’m sure they must be bulging. Everything about her is bulging with that cool, calm, and collected swagger that probably has girls flocking to her like magnets any time she sets foot in a bar.

I doubt she’d ever be caught with her tighty whities out. I doubt she even owns tighty whities.

I’m still busy trying to guess what underwear she does wear when I wander into the kitchen and find my mother serving Tess orange juice at the table. Only they’re not alone. For the second time today, I find myself face to face with a completely unexpected visitor.

This one is a very tiny visitor.

“Uh, hi,” I say to the kid perched on one of our wooden chairs.

She’s staring at me from behind a curtain of shaggy brown hair dyed pink at the ends. Her knees are pulled up to her chest and she’s got her arms wrapped around them, her feet tapping against the edge of the chair’s seat in a chaotic rhythm, like the last thing she wants to be doing is sitting still.

“This is my daughter, Shel,” Tess says. “Shel, this is Jacinthe, Gabrielle’s daughter. She lives here.”

I feel like someone just yanked the floor tiles out from under my feet. I grip the edge of the counter beside me, my gaze ping-ponging back and forth between Tess and the kid.

“You…” My voice sounds squeaky. I clear my throat. “You have a kid?”

Tess tilts her head and raises an eyebrow. “Yes?”

“Oh.”

My head is spinning, and I have no idea why. Lots of people have kids. There’s no reason Tess wouldn’t.

Maybe it’s just that I never would have guessed she’s a mom. There’s a lot I’ve been guessing about her, and the mere sight of this child in my kitchen proves a lot of it has been wrong.

“Right,” I say. I clear my throat again and lift my hand in a wave. “Hi, Shel. I am Jacinthe. You can call me Jass if it’s easier. Some of my friends call me that.”

She bobs her head in a shy nod, her feet still tip-tapping against the wooden seat. Her attention darts over to the window every few seconds. She hasn’t touched her glass of orange juice.

Maman starts pouring a glass of juice for me as well. As I walk over to grab it, I hear Shel murmuring to her mother.

“Mom, please?”

“You can go back out in a few minutes,” Tess replies in a hushed tone. “Just sit tight and I promise the cat will still be there.”

Shel huffs. “Yeah, right. Please can I go play with him now?”

I carry my juice over to the table, and Shel clamps her jaw shut like I’ve caught her doing something rude.

“Is it the orange cat?” I ask.

She stares up at me with wide eyes and blinks a couple times before she nods.

I clap a hand to my chest and mime out being relieved. “Oh, good. That’s Citrouille. He’s the nice one. I was worried you met the scary one.”

Shel’s eyes get even wider.

“You have a scary cat?”

I nod and glance over both my shoulders like I’m making sure no one is lurking behind me.

“Oh, yeah,” I say, lowering my voice and leaning in closer. “The black one. His name is Monsieur Fromage.”

Shel scrunches her face up as she translates. “Does that mean…Mister…Cheese?”

I nod and make my voice even more sinister. “Yes, Mister Cheese.”

Shel giggles, and it’s hard not to break character and grin back at her. She’s got an adorable laugh. Her feet tapping has stopped, and she’s not gripping her legs so tight anymore.

“We call him that because the only way we can get him to do anything is by giving him cheese,” I explain. “He’s always climbing up trees and buildings and stuff, and he won’t come down without cheese. Sometimes he climbs up in the roof of the barn and jumps down on the horses and scares the sh⁠—”

I catch myself just in time and shoot Tess a guilty look, but she’s grinning too.

“Uh, scares the poop out of them,” I finish.

Shel lets her knees flop out to the side, the soles of her socked feet pressed together in a butterfly pose. She looks a thousand more times relaxed than when I first walked in the room, and my chest swells with a mix of pride and relief.

I can’t seem to stop making a fool out of myself in front of Tess, but at least I’m not totally hopeless at talking to her kid.

“He sounds funny,” Shel says.

I tap my chin. “You know, he is pretty funny. Maybe scary is a strong word. Maybe he’s just mischievous.”

I take a sip of my orange juice. It’s just plain old Tropicana, but after spending the whole morning and afternoon doing barn chores and leading a trail riding group all on my own, it tastes like heaven.

“We do have an evil donkey, though,” I say after I’ve swallowed another sip. “Now, he is true evil. I think he’s possessed by a demon.”

Shel’s jaw drops. “What?”

“Possibly by many demons.”

Maman walks over from the fridge and smacks me with a tea towel. “Jacinthe!”

I scowl at her and then give Shel another wink. “Okay, maybe just one demon.”

“Can I meet him?”

I gawk at her. “You want to meet the demon donkey?”

She’s bouncing her knees now, but she looks more excited than nervous.

“Yeah, he sounds cool.”

I cluck my tongue. “I tell you he’s possessed by evil spirits and you think he sounds cool? You sure you’re not possessed too, Shel?”

I lean in close and squint like I’m inspecting her for signs of demonic activity, which gets everybody laughing.

“I can take you to meet him if you want,” I offer. “He’s out in his field. We can throw him a carrot from a safe distance.”

Shel leaps to her feet and rushes to Tess’s side so she can tug at her sleeve.

“Can I go?”

Tess’s eyes find mine.

“Um…”

She trails off, and as we stare at each other, it hits me for the first time: how young she is to have a kid as old as Shel. She can’t be much older than thirty, and Shel has got to be at least eight.

Some more of the image of her I’d painted in my head flakes away, leaving a stretch of blank canvas underneath.

“Oh, don’t worry,” Maman says, breaking the silence. “Jacinthe is just being dramatic. Joaquin loves to meet new people.”

I scoff. “Yeah, new victims.”

I can feel the heat on the back of my neck that means I’m about to earn another blast of The Glare from Maman.

“But really, we will be totally fine if we show up with carrots,” I add.

Shel is bouncing on the balls of her feet now.

“Pleaaase can I go see him?” she begs.

Tess presses her lips together for a moment before she sighs. “Well, I guess Gabrielle and I do have a lot to talk about…”

I freeze with my orange juice glass halfway to my mouth.

“You do?”

I forgot all about asking what the two of them are doing here.

“They’re here to look at the back,” Maman says, a huge smile on her face that makes the corners of her eyes crinkle.

‘The back’ is what we call the rear section of the house, the one my Oncle George fixed up so my dirtbag cousin Yvon would come live with us instead of at his parents’ place. George even paid for all the renovations himself; he was that sick of his son’s trash piles and bongs all over his house, and he knew no normal landlord was going to let a twenty-eight year-old with no credit history sign a lease.

Thankfully, everyone in the family has always had a soft spot for my mom, so Yvon was only kind of a shithead while he lived here, and he did do a lot of work around the farm for free, so it was a pretty good arrangement while it lasted.

Finding someone to take over the back now that Yvon’s out working construction in Alberta has been way harder than we thought, which hasn’t helped with our strained financial situation. We’ve only had a few half-interested phone calls that haven’t even led to a tour.

The back is the absolute last reason I would have guessed Tess is here today.

“They…are?” I ask.

“Yes!” Maman chirps. “Isn’t that great? Their lease in Saint-Jovite fell through, so they’re looking for a new place.”

I scan the kitchen like there might just be a pile of moving boxes already stacked in the corner.

“They’re looking…here?”

Maman chuckles. “Oui, ma fille. Did you forget to have your coffee this morning? Keep up!”

She ignores my baffled face as she pulls the last remaining chair out from the table and plops herself down.

“Alors, how about this?” she says. “Tess and I will have a little chat in here while you two go visit Joaquin, and then we’ll all go look at the back together. Does that sound okay?”

It sounds like I’m still ten steps behind everybody else, so I just bob my head and hope for the best.

“That’s good with me,” Tess says, “as long as you don’t mind?”

She looks at me again, and when our eyes lock, it’s like a raging river of questions bursts through a dam in my head, all of them churning and swirling as they surge together to form a single voice that asks:

Who is this woman?

“Uh, no,” I tell her. “No, I don’t mind.”


Chapter 5


Tess



Ishade my eyes with my hand and squint across the farmyard at where Shel and Jacinthe are leaning up against a fence. Shel is clutching a plastic bag stuffed with chunky carrots. I watch as Jacinthe mimes throwing something football-style over her head. Shel fishes out a carrot and copies the gesture, sending the vegetable arcing through the air to land straight in a plastic bucket in the middle of the pasture, where it’s quickly snapped up by Joaquin the donkey.

The two of them whoop and clap. Jacinthe offers her hand for a high-five, and Shel gives her palm an enthusiastic smack.

I find myself grinning even as I shake my head in disbelief. Shel doesn’t usually warm up to people this fast. It was one of my biggest worries about moving her to a new school. She’s only ever had a handful of friends, and they’re all kids she’s known since kindergarten.

I wish she felt safe showing more people this side of her: the silly, rambunctious, animal-loving adventurer with more questions about the world than I could even begin to answer. Somehow, Jacinthe doesn’t seem to have had any trouble coaxing that version of Shel to the surface.

“They look like they’re having fun.”

Gabrielle steps up beside me after pulling the house’s front door shut.

“Yeah,” I tell her. “Shel is loving this.”

We watch Shel launch another carrot missile into the field. This one misses the bucket by several feet, but Joaquin trots over to gobble it up anyway.

It’s late enough that the sun has started sloping towards the horizon. The light streaking the pastures is shifting from pale yellow to burnished gold. I can smell wood smoke from a distant bonfire in the air.

I’m hit with a rush of that same sensation I got driving through the mountains today: like every problem in my life has been stretched out wide across the sky, pulled into strands so taut I could reach up and pick apart every crooked seam to sew something new for myself, something solid and strong.

“Does she ride horses?”

Gabrielle’s question jerks me back to the present. We’ve moved to stand on the edge of the farmhouse’s covered front porch, which is scattered with mismatched rain boots, old soccer balls, and a couple cozy wooden rocking chairs with gingham cushions that look perfect for enjoying a crisp fall evening with some hot chocolate in hand.

“Oh, yeah, a little,” I answer. “Horses have always been more my thing than hers, but she loves a trail ride every now and then. She’s crazy about animals in general, though. Especially cats. God, every Christmas, Santa gets a very long letter with bullet point lists of all the reasons she’d be an excellent mom to a kitten.”

We both chuckle.

“Ben là, I can’t guarantee kittens,” Gabrielle says, “but we do have a few barn cats she is welcome to play with, and she can go along on any trail ride she wants if there’s a spare horse. You too. If you want the place, you can both ride as much as you want.”

“Oh, that’s way too generous.” I drop my hand to my side and turn to face her. “Of course we’d pay you if we ever want to go out for a ride.”

She clucks her tongue and waves off my protest. “Pas du tout. Just call it a perk.”

She’s already offered me plenty of those. She’s willing to give me a six month lease to start off with, so I can figure out if the location is going to be compatible with my job and Shel’s school schedule, and she’s fine with me taking up half the driveway with the farrier rig even though the lease only includes one parking spot.

It’s a lot to consider from someone I only met a few days ago, and it’s not like I haven’t considered stranger danger, but on paper at least, the whole arrangement sounds perfect.

I’m half-expecting to walk into the back of the house and find a raging cockroach infestation. There’s got to be something wrong with this place.

Before I have a chance to call Shel over, Gabrielle lifts two fingers to her lips and lets out the most impressive whistle I’ve ever heard. I can’t keep from gawking at her as the sound echoes through the property, making Shel, Jacinthe, and every grazing horse within sight turn their heads.

“My special talent,” she says with a laugh.

We trudge up the well-worn path running along the side of the house and meet Shel and Jacinthe at the entrance to ‘the back,’ as it seems to be known.

There’s a simple platform made of graying deck boards that leads to a plain white door set in the house’s dark brown siding. Gabrielle fishes a key out of her pocket and leads the way inside.

“Sorry it’s a little stale in here. I keep forgetting to crack some of the windows open. It’s clean, though. We gave it a good scrub when Yvon left.”

I can still smell the tinge of cleaning products lingering in the warm, stagnant air. It’s too dim to see much at first, but then Gabrielle flips a light switch on.

“Of course, you can keep any of the furniture you want, or we can get rid of it if you prefer your own things. There’s not much left, really. Yvon took more than I thought. There is still a bed frame, though. Oh, and the table, of course…”

She lists more items as she putters around the space, but I’ve stopped listening.

I can’t do anything except stumble a few steps forward into the center of the room and spin in a slow circle while a thousand images flit through my head, like a film strip playing at double speed.

It’s just a simple room, with a small dining table under a picture window overlooking one of the pastures and the rudimentary kitchen from the ad set up against one of the walls. There are doors leading to what I assume are the bedroom and bathroom, as well as some simple wooden steps up to the lofted area above the empty expanse of floor that would be perfect for a couch and TV.

The walls are a plain cream colour. There are no curtains, no decorations, nothing but some old scraps of furniture, and yet, the place is bursting with colour in my mind.

We could live here.

I can see it all playing out in front of my eyes, like I’m catching glimpses of ghosts—not from the past, but from the future. I can see Shel scampering up the stairs to the loft in her pajamas, begging to spend just ten more minutes reading before bed. I can see photos of my parents on the walls. I can see a handpicked bouquet of wildflowers in a mason jar on the windowsill, the evening light refracting through the glass.

I can hear the TV on low at night while I prop my feet up after a long day out shoeing horses. I can smell cherry pie in the oven, which is crazy because I’ve never baked a cherry pie in my life, but maybe I could get into it, or Shel could, or maybe we’d just pick up treats at Café Cloche to take home and heat up every Friday.

Maybe we’d have little rituals like that. Maybe we’d sit out on the front porch looking at the stars, blankets wrapped around our shoulders. Maybe Shel would make a few friends and have them over on Saturday afternoons, a whole gaggle of gangly ten year-olds out making forts under the maple trees and chucking carrots over the fence to Joaquin.

Maybe I could even give her a kitten. Maybe I could give her everything, and maybe then, I’d stop waking up at night with guilt gnawing at my stomach, its gnashing teeth a vicious reminder that the life we’ve lived so far has been nothing but a reminder that Shel was not part of the plan.

I want to give her a life where she is the center, where she is the start and end of the story, not the plot twist halfway through that everyone had to scramble around.

Maybe I could do that for her here.

“You good?”

I whip around and gasp when I find Jacinthe standing right behind me. She holds her hands up in apology and takes a step back.

“Sorry. Didn’t mean to scare you.”

I didn’t hear her come inside behind me. I shake my head to clear it, and as I look around the room, I realize Shel is gone. So is Gabrielle.

“Where—”

Before I can finish my question, I hear footsteps up in the loft. A low half-wall along its edge functions as a safety rail as well as a room divider. As I look up, Shel’s head pops up over the top, a huge grin on her face.

“Mom, you have to come see this. It’s so cool!”

She disappears again, and I hear her chattering away to Gabrielle.

My head spins as I try to figure out just how long I was zoned out for. I take a step back and end up clipping my hip against the edge of the table. I hiss with pain and lurch away, which sends me stumbling over my own feet.

A hand clamps around my upper arm, holding me steady.

“Ça va. I’ve got you.”

I catch my balance and find myself staring straight into Jacinthe’s dark eyes.

She’s got gorgeous eyes. I haven’t had a chance to notice them, considering she’s spent most of the time I’ve spent with her stomping around and scowling, but with the tips of our noses just a foot apart, those coffee-coloured irises are impossible to ignore.

They’re warm eyes, like rich brown earth baked by the sun. If I breathed in, I can almost imagine she’d smell like a garden, like damp leaves and deep, dark secrets sprouting up from the ground to taste the light.

I can’t breathe at all, though. I can’t even move. All I can do is stare at her and wonder what the hell is happening until she releases my arm and scuttles away like someone just told her I’m covered in poison ivy.

“Uh, yeah, so, um, you good?”

She raises a fist to her mouth and coughs, her gaze pinned to the bare floorboards.

“Um, yeah,” I answer. My throat has gone dry, and I have to cough too. “Thanks for, uh, that.”

She jerks her chin in a sharp nod, still not looking at me.

“Mom! Seriously! You have to come up here!”

I seize the opportunity to rush away like Shel is screaming for her life. I take the steps two at a time, and I’m panting before I’ve even reached the top.

What the hell was that?

It’s not like I’m into Jacinthe. If anything, I’m a little afraid of her. For someone who can’t be much more than five feet tall, the woman sure can make some noise. Watching her stomp down the warpath to get Joaquin the other day made me realize I would not want to be on Jacinthe’s bad side.

I’m probably just tired. I’m stressed and sleep-deprived. I keep spacing out, and I just happened to space out in Jacinthe’s eyes this time.

With that sorted, I focus on the task at hand: the ten year-old yanking on my arm to drag me up the final step into the loft.

“This would be my room, right?” Shel asks. “Isn’t it cool? We could put twinkle lights in the ceiling, and Gabrielle says she has a little bench I could put in the window for a reading spot. It’s so aesthetic!”

I have to swallow a laugh at that. Lately, everything is an ‘aesthetic’ for Shel.

“It is cool,” I agree, taking a moment to properly check the place out.

The loft would be any kid’s dream come true. It’s like an indoor tree fort, with glossy wood-paneled walls, exposed beams in the sloped ceiling, and a cute little bay window just big enough for a kid-sized bench to fit underneath. The room is just begging for some tie dye sheets, a bean bag chair, and the already requested twinkle lights twined around the ceiling.

Shel is beaming like she can see the scene playing out in the same Technicolor I can, the vague sketches of what a life here could look like getting filled in with more vibrant detail by the second.

“Are we gonna live here?” she asks.

The ‘yes’ is on the tip of my tongue, dangling like a skydiver ready to take the leap, but for some reason, I can’t let it fall.

Gabrielle comes over from where she’s been swiping at some dust on the windowsill and gives me a pat on the shoulder.

“You don’t have to decide today, chérie. Think about it as long as you want.”

I try to tell her there’s not much else to think about, but my thoughts are echoing too loud with other words.

What’s the catch?

This place is everything I need and more. There’s got to be a catch.


Chapter 6


Tess



The phone number from the rental advertisement at Café Cloche sits folded up in my wallet for three whole days before I pull it out again.

I’ve just wrapped up my final farrier appointment of the day, and I find it while thumbing through my wallet to look for my loyalty card at the gas station. I run my fingertip over the printed numbers and smooth out the crease down the middle.

I keep staring at the phone number as I fill the tank, the scent of gasoline wrinkling my nose. I’m just outside La Cloche. It can’t be more than a fifteen minute drive to La Grange Rouge.

I wasn’t planning on working at all today. It’s Saturday, and being my own boss means I can prioritize Shel’s schedule more than I could working for somebody else back home, but I got a voicemail at the crack of dawn from a panicking mother trying to tell me something about her daughter’s pony throwing a shoe just in time for an important horse show today.

I was already awake. The whole housing insecurity thing has made sleeping past six in the morning impossible. It took a few minutes on the phone to get the full story out amidst the mother’s hyperventilating, and by the time I ended the call, I knew I couldn’t leave her hanging.

My own mom arrived for a visit with us on Thursday to help me put an end to this housing search. After finding her also awake in her room and triple-checking that she didn’t mind doing the morning solo with Shel, I headed out.

The click of the gas pump cuts through my thoughts. I wince when I see the price on the screen. My loyalty card won’t make much of a dent in that.

Once I’ve paid and climbed back into the truck, I set the phone number on the dashboard like a parking pass. My eyes keep snapping from the road to the slip of paper as I pull out of the gas station’s lot.

I’ve talked the whole thing over with my mom at least three times since she arrived. Even if I hadn’t wanted to discuss it, Shel would have made that impossible. She’s been raving about all her décor ideas for the ‘aesthetic’ loft nonstop.

My mom has the same concerns I do, mainly that moving in with virtual strangers raises a few red flags. There’s a lot I don’t know about the Gauthiers, and we’d be sharing a kitchen. I’d sign the lease in a heartbeat if it was just for me, but I’m not about to take a leap of faith when it comes to Shel’s safety.

Then there’s the matter of Jacinthe.

Barring whatever weird moment happened when she grabbed my arm and her eyes seemed to swallow me whole, I can’t shake the feeling that I’m far from her favourite person in the world. All I’ve told my mom is that Jacinthe seems uncertain of me and I’m not sure how sharing a house would go.

Of course, my mom came up with an annoyingly simple solution for that problem: go talk to Jacinthe about it.

It would be the practical, adult thing to do, especially considering she’s one of my clients. I could tell Jacinthe I’m serious about the lease and ask to meet up to go over any concerns either of us might have.

Only I can’t stop thinking about that moment when she grabbed my arm.

I also can’t stop thinking about her eyes.

“It was nothing,” I say into the silence of the truck’s cab. “It was just a weird, dumb moment. I was totally out of it, and she surprised me. There’s no reason for me to chicken out on a perfect living situation just because of how nice I think a girl’s eyes are.”

The paper on my dashboard slides a couple inches closer as I hit a bend in the road.

“A girl who doesn’t even like me!” I add.

This is all so stupid. I swore off dating after the one and only relationship I’ve been in since Shel was born blew up in my face.

I haven’t even kissed a woman in three years. The few random hook-ups I tried to sprinkle into my schedule since calling it quits on dating were never worth it, so eventually, I just went cold turkey.

“Or cold pussy, maybe,” I mutter, indulging my own dumb joke with a laugh.

Maybe that’s why this whole ‘staring deep into Jacinthe’s eyes’ thing has been haunting my thoughts. Maybe it was the sheer physical proximity of another queer woman and nothing more.

The thought brightens my mood.

I can handle a fleeting moment of random horniness. I’m not going to fuck my life up and become a terrible parent over that.

I’m not going to lose sight of what matters: Shel, and giving her the best life possible now that we’re finally out on our own.

When the now-familiar turn-off for La Cloche comes into view up ahead, I don’t hesitate. I flick my turn signal on and follow the route almost all the way into town before relying on memory to get me over to La Grange Rouge.

The signature red roof glints like a ruby folded into the green satin of the pastures. A few horses are out grazing, tails flicking to keep away the last of the summer flies.

There’s only one car in the driveway when I pull up to the house: a rusting old Toyota hatchback, with no sign of the truck Jacinthe careened into the farmyard with during my first visit here last week.

I’m starting to wonder if I should have called when Gabrielle steps out the front door onto the porch. She doesn’t spot me at first, and it only takes a couple seconds of me watching her try to limp down the stairs with a grimace on her face before I’m sprinting over to ask her what’s wrong.

“Tess!” she says, her expression caught somewhere between shocked and pleased. “This is a nice surprise! What are you doing here, ma belle?”

“I, uh, was hoping to talk to Jacinthe,” I answer. My face gets hot as I realize what a long shot this was. “I’m sorry to bother you. Are you, um, okay?”

She looks confused for a moment before she bends forward to give her thighs a light slap.

“Oh, these old things? My legs are just extra stiff today. I have multiple sclerosis. Some days are good. Some days are bad, but that’s just life, hein?”

“Oh,” I say, like a complete idiot.

I caught enough of her conversations with Jacinthe the day we met to figure she must have something going on with her health, but I’d forgotten all about it by the time I came back to see the rental unit.

“Sorry to hear today is a bad day,” I add.

“Ah, I’ve had worse.” She shrugs and grins at me, but her usually sun-kissed skin looks pale. “Now, you say you’re here to see Jacinthe?”

“Oh, uh, yeah.” I reach up to scratch the back of my neck. “We don’t have plans or anything. I was in the area and thought she might be around. I just wanted to go over some stuff about the rental unit with her.”

I wait for Gabrielle to question why I’m not here to talk to her, considering she’s the one whose name will be on the lease, but she just nods and then pulls her phone out to check the time.

“Ah, zute alors,” she mutters. “I’m late already. Maudit legs.”

She stuffs her phone back in her purse and grins again, but I can see worry gathering in the crinkly lines around her eyes.

“I am very happy you’re still interested,” she says, “but Jacinthe isn’t here today. It’s the grand opening.”

I’m about to ask what she means when it hits me.

“Oh, the inn! That’s today?”

“Yes.” Gabrielle bobs her head. “And I am very late. I told Jacinthe I would drive myself over. I’m so sorry to be rude, Tess, but I have to go.”

She hefts her purse strap higher up on her shoulder and sucks in a deep breath.

“Right, right. Of course,” I babble.

She takes her first step and immediately gasps, then clenches her jaw into a tight line before she takes her second.

I didn’t notice much of a resemblance before, but the hard, stubborn expression makes her look just like her daughter.

She makes it another few steps before she pauses, panting.

“I could drive you,” I blurt.

I cringe as soon as the words leave my mouth. If she says she can drive, it’s not my place to tell her she can’t, but she doesn’t look like taking her own car would be a good idea.

“Of course, it’s totally up to you,” I tell her. “I just thought I’d offer. I⁠—”

“Tess, you are an angel!”

She beams at me, and all resemblance to her daughter vanishes. There’s no way I can imagine Jacinthe looking that happy to see me.

She claps her hands and switches course to head for my truck.

“Now, vite vite!” she orders. “We have to get there before they cut the ribbon!”
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I don’t know what kind of crowd I was expecting, but I never would have guessed we’d have to park four blocks away from the inn.

I didn’t even know La Cloche had four blocks.

Gabrielle is groaning with more and more distress the farther we go without finding a gap big enough for the farrier rig in the never-ending cars lining the sidewalks.

“Don’t worry,” I tell her. “We’ll get something.”

“I should have left earlier,” she says, her hands digging into her hair. “I knew it would be like this.”

“How about I just drive as close to the inn as I can and let you hop out?”

I’d much prefer to make sure she gets there safely, but at this rate, we’ll be stuck hiking down from the mountains by the time I find a place to park.

“Oh, but you have to come too!” Gabrielle says, giving up on scanning the streets to stare at me with wide eyes. “You’re not going to miss it, are you? Everyone is here!”

Before I have a chance to answer, a minibus full of senior tourists swings out into the street up ahead of us, clearing a large stretch of pavement.

I hit the gas, Gabrielle cheering me on as I do the smoothest parallel park of my life. She’s already flinging her seatbelt off before I’ve even cut the engine, and by the time I’ve got my bearings and locked the truck, she’s hustled several meters up the sidewalk.

I jog to catch up with her and then slow my pace. She’s moving much faster than she was back at the house, her jaw set in that stubborn line again.

I stuff my hands in my pockets and peer up ahead at our destination. I can see the edge of a crowd gathered on a wide front lawn. The cacophony of voices echoes through the streets, laughter and chattering conversations all blending together into an expectant hum like a generator coming to life.

“People are really excited about this inn, huh?”

“Yes, we’re all very happy for the girls.” Pride beams through Gabrielle’s face even as she lets out a grunt of pain. “Everybody knows them. There’s my Jacinthe, of course, and her cousin Madeleine, and their best friend, Natalie Sinclair.”

We’re close enough now that I can see the top of the house: glittering new shingles catching the sunlight, the gabled windows of the upper storey flanked by old-fashioned, emerald green shutters. The outside of the house is painted a traditional farmhouse white, and if what I can see from here is anything to go by, the place is massive—not a mansion, but definitely big enough that I can’t imagine it being anything other than an inn. The two balsam fir trees stretching up on either side of the house are equally gigantic, towering a dozen feet above the roof.

“The whole town watched the three of them grow up,” Gabrielle continues while we shuffle closer to the crowd. “Even when they were kids, they were very, um, oh, I don’t know how you’d say it in English. I mean they were always starting little businesses together, lemonade stands and car washes and that kind of thing.”

“Entrepreneurial?” I offer.

She nods. “Yes, that sounds right! I always knew they’d do something like this when they grew up. Natalie inherited this house from her Tante Manon earlier this year. Poor woman. She lived alone here for decades. She did not seem to like anyone, even her family, but she left the house and every penny to her great niece.”

I take another glance at the house, but as hard as I try, I just can’t imagine a little old lady in there on her own for decades. I can see why the entirety of La Cloche seems to be crammed onto the front lawn, waiting for the chance to indulge their curiosity.

We’ve reached the edge of the property now. The whole sidewalk is crammed with onlookers, and the front lawn is a mass of jostling bodies. If I rock up onto the balls of my feet, I can just catch a glimpse of the bright red ribbon stretched across the stairway up to the wraparound porch.

Gabrielle shifts up onto her tiptoes too, but she’s not tall enough to clear the crowd. Her face falls, her shoulders slumping.

“Ah, zute. We’ll never get through. I told Jacinthe I would be watching.”

I can hear the panic edging her tone as she scans for a gap in the crowd, and I know exactly what she’s feeling. It’s the same feeling I’ve had rushing home from work to get to a school talent show or to make sure I can give Shel one last hug before a visit with her dad. It’s the feeling of a mom who’s not willing to let her kid down.

“Don’t worry.” I reach for Gabrielle’s shoulder and give her a squeeze. “We’ll get you up there.”

I take a step back and clear my throat. I can already feel any trace of proficiency in the French language leaving me as I contemplate communicating with dozens of Quebecers at once, but that’s another thing about being a mom. Sometimes you’ve got to be willing to embarrass yourself.

“Excusez-moi!” I call out, cupping my hands around my mouth.

I have to try three more times before I get more than a couple people to turn their heads. Once the first two rows in front of us are all staring me down, I flap my hand out towards Gabrielle.

“La mère de…um…Jacinthe.”

I don’t know if that’s enough information to inspire them to move, but for the life of me, I can’t remember how to say ‘the property owner.’

Sweat beads on the back of my neck, but Gabrielle is beaming at me like I’m the next Messiah.

“La mère de la propriétaire,” she offers.

I nod and face the crowd again.

“La mère de la propriétaire!” I shout. “Elle veut, um, aller.”

Telling them ‘she wants to go’ is not as specific as I was hoping to be.

“Elle doit aller!” I add, with a whooshing gesture like I’m parting the red sea.

Telling them she needs to go has more of an effect. People start mumbling amongst themselves, and a few of them seem to recognize Gabrielle. Word spreads throughout the mass of bodies, and in a couple minutes’ time, we’ve cleared a path up the lawn.

“Merci, mon ange,” Gabrielle says, grabbing my arm and tugging me alongside her before I can even consider heading back to my truck.

We make it up to the porch just in time. Gabrielle is still clutching my arm when the hulking, green front door swings open. She squeezes me tight enough for my bicep to twinge in protest, a little squeal slipping past her lips.

“There she is!”

Two people step out onto the porch. There’s a young woman with dark hair and glasses in a professional-looking sheath dress, and beside her, there’s Jacinthe.

In that moment, I know what the catch is.

I know why the house at La Grange Rouge is too good to be true.

Jacinthe is wearing a sharp navy blazer over a crisp white button-up. Her jeans look brand new, the pristine, dark blue denim clinging to her thighs. Her bob is gelled back behind her ears, bringing her features into stark focus: the severe jaw softened by the impossibly cute button nose, the dark lines of her eyebrows, the round cheeks flushed with what I can only assume is a mixture of nerves, excitement, and pride.

And those eyes.

Those deep brown eyes skip right over her mother to land on me.

I swallow, my hands flexing in my pockets.

The catch is her.

The catch is that Jacinthe Gauthier is, in fact, incredibly hot.


Chapter 7


Jacinthe



So many people surge into the inn once the ribbon is cut that it’s at least twenty minutes before I catch sight of Maman again.

I shake more hands than I can count, doing my best to smile and act friendly even as my attention keeps drifting over to the front door while I stand in the lounge.

I swear I saw Tess out there with her.

I guess it’d make sense, considering the whole freaking town is piling into the building. What I don’t know is why the thought of Tess watching one of the biggest moments of my life is making shocks of electricity crackle up and down my arms.

I’m in the middle of accepting congratulations from the manager of Café Cloche when Maman finally joins the stream of people coming through the door.

My breath catches when I get a look at her face.

She’s wincing with every step.

“Excusez-moi,” I say to the manager. “I have to go talk to my mom.”

I rush over and guide her to an empty corner of the lounge next to one of the windows.

“Maman, you’re hurting.”

She waves me off. “I’m fine, ma belle.”

“No, you’re not. It’s a bad day, isn’t it? You said you’d tell me if it was. Did you drive here?”

She shakes her head, grinning as her gaze drifts to something over my shoulder.

“No, I bummed a ride with Miss Tess.”

I whirl around, and there she is.

Again.

This woman keeps on popping up out of nowhere.

She’s got a worn pair of jeans on under a long-sleeve t-shirt that clings to her muscles. There’s a smudge of dirt on her forehead that somehow just makes her look extra rugged and tough instead of dorky.

I ignore all of that and ask, “You drove her?”

“Um, yeah.” She’s got her hands in her pockets, and she shifts her weight between her feet like she’s nervous. “It just seemed like⁠—”

“Thank you.” All my breath whooshes out of me, my shoulders drooping with relief. “That was, uh, nice. Really nice.”

Even the thought of Maman stuck driving and fighting through a crowd on one of her bad days is enough to make my stomach churn with guilt.

“She made the whole crowd move for us,” Maman says. “I never would have seen you cut the ribbon if it weren’t for Tess.”

She’s smiling like the sun itself shines out of Tess’s butt, which would probably piss me off any other day, but today, it just makes me grateful.

Tess shrugs. “It was nothing.”

I shake my head, a lump forming in my throat that keeps me from telling her it’s not nothing to have my mom here to see the start of the biggest project of my life.

All I can manage is, “Thank you.”

“She showed up at the house just in time,” Maman explains. Then she jolts like she’s just remembered something and turns to speak to Tess. “Oh, didn’t you want to talk to Jacinthe, chérie? That’s why you stopped by, right?”

Tess shuffles her feet. “Oh, I—yeah.”

I tilt my head. “You want to talk to me?”

She glances around the room like she’s looking for an escape hatch.

“Uh, yeah. I do.”

I don’t know why the idea of her wanting to talk to me has those same weird electric zaps from earlier shooting up my arms and into my chest.

We stare at each other for a moment before Maman coughs.

“It’s about the back, right?” she says in a patient tone, like she’s explaining something to kindergarteners. “About renting?”

“It is, yes,” Tess says with a jerk of her chin. “Just some…questions.”

I raise an eyebrow, and Tess seems to realize how ominous that sounded.

“It’s no big deal,” she rushes to add. “I totally forgot the grand opening was today. Uh, congratulations. This place looks amazing.”

Maman claps her hands in agreement.

“C’est magnifique! Oh, how sweet. La maquillage.”

She points across the room, and we all turn to watch as a little boy with his face painted to look like a puppy races across the lounge, his dad shouting for him to slow down.

As he gets closer, I can’t decide if he’s supposed to be a puppy or a cow.

That’s what I get for hiring one of my cousins and paying her with free food and some beer.

“We have some stuff set up for the kids,” I explain. “Face painting. Beanbag toss. I’m doing pony rides later this afternoon.”

“Where is your daughter, Tess?” Maman asks. “She should be out here having some fun!”

“Shel is with my mom. She’s visiting us for a few days.”

That does not stop my mother.

“Invite them both!” she orders. “They’re only down in Saint-Jovite, right? Do they have a car?”

“Uh, yeah, my mom’s got hers.”

Maman wags her finger at Tess. “You call them right now, ma belle. I want to see that little cutie again.”

“Is that okay?” Tess asks me.

I shrug. “It’s an open house.”

I can feel Maman glaring at me, and I realize that came out a little blunt, even for me.

“I mean, yeah, of course,” I try again. “They should come over.”

Maman supervises Tess’s short phone call while I shake a few more hands. It’s only a couple minutes before Tess confirms they’re heading over.

“Oh look, it’s Natalie’s parents,” Maman says as Tess is hanging up. She waves at the next couple to walk through the door. “I’m going to go sit and chat.”

I watch her wander off into the crowd until I’m forced to face the reality of being alone with Tess for the first time ever.

Not that we’re really alone, but there’s something about Tess that makes it hard to process anything more than two feet away from the shimmering cloud of energy that seems to surround her like an invisible force field.

It’s probably because she’s so obnoxiously tall and muscley. She’s like a statue that’s too big for the room.

“So, you want to talk to me?” I ask.

“Yes.” She pauses as another decorated child skips past us, this one either supposed to be a shark or some kind of sea lion. “It’s not urgent, though. I definitely don’t need to interrupt your special day.”

I can’t help chuckling. “It’s not like it’s my wedding. I’m here to talk to people. If you have a question, you can ask it.”

She nods and presses her lips together. They’re shiny, like she just put Chap Stick on a few minutes ago.

I wonder if she just uses plain Chap Stick or if it’s a flavoured one.

Then I ask myself why the hell I’m wondering that.

“I just…”

Her shiny lips form the words and then press together again as she lapses into silence for a moment.

“I guess I’m just wondering…”

I’ve got to stop staring at her lips.

“Do you not like me, or something?” she asks.

That does the trick. I jerk my gaze up to her eyes and take a step back, my mouth falling open.

“Because I don’t have to take the lease,” she continues, the words tumbling out at warp speed now. “I don’t want to make you uncomfortable or mad or anything. It’s your home. I want you to feel okay about it. If I’ve done something, or said something, or⁠—”

“No. You haven’t.”

“Oh,” she says, her eyes flaring wide at the force in my tone. “Okay.”

I didn’t think she’d noticed how annoyed I am for no good reason whenever she shows up. I didn’t think she’d noticed much about me at all.

Yet here she is, all tensed up like she’s afraid I’m about to bite her head off just because she needs somewhere to live.

“I’m sorry,” I say. “I’ve been kind of a dick.”

“Um, what?”

“I’m sorry,” I repeat. “I’ve had a lot going on, with the farm and this place and…stuff. I guess I wasn’t feeling super welcoming, but I should have been more polite to you.”

I force myself to smile, doing my best not to look like a deranged puppet as I squirm my way through the awkwardness of the moment.

“I thought maybe you hated me.”

Tess flinches like she didn’t mean to say that out loud.

“I don’t hate you.”

I say it just a little too quietly, quiet enough that she has to lean in closer to hear.

Her lips really are ridiculously shiny. I don’t know how anyone in the room is looking at anything else.

“Jacinthe, can you check if the—oh.”

I spring away from Tess like a searchlight just beamed down on us, but it’s only Natalie tapping me on the shoulder.

I crank my neck around to glance at her behind me. She’s staring straight at Tess with the kind of grin that can only mean bad news for me.

“Who’s this?” she asks.

I should probably say something, but my heart is pounding so fast from Natalie’s sneak attack that all I can do is clutch my chest.

When it’s clear I’m not jumping in, Tess lifts her hand in a nonchalant wave. She’s slipped right back into that easy, commanding swagger.

“I’m Tess.”

Natalie steps around me and sticks her hand out for a shake.

“Natalie. I don’t think I’ve seen you around before?”

Anybody else would think Natalie is being nothing but friendly, but there’s a sickly sweet edge to her voice my ears are trained to pick up on. It means she’s about to fuck with me.

“I’m new to the area,” Tess tells her. “I just took over a farrier business.”

Natalie lets out a delighted gasp, like an evil Disney villain.

“Oh my god, you’re the hot farrier!”

I squeak.

I literally squeak.

Then I jam my elbow into her rib cage. She lets out a satisfying oof.

“Excuse me,” she says, clutching her side. “I meant to say Jacinthe has told us so much about you.”

I make a mental addition to my calendar:

2AM: break into Natalie’s apartment and smother her with a pillow in her sleep.

“Wow, it’s really nice to meet you,” she gushes, ignoring the threat of another elbow jab. “I should get Brooke and Maddie to come say hi. They would love to meet you too.”

She starts to step away, but I catch her by the wrist. I have to take action before she calls in back-up.

“That’s fine,” I grit out through a clenched jaw. “We’ll see them around.”

Natalie slips her wrist out of my grip with some kind of subtle ninja maneuver.

“No, no, no. Let me go find them. They need to see⁠—”

“We’re busy,” I hiss.

Natalie raises an eyebrow. “You are?”

I scramble for an excuse that will get us both out of here.

“I’m, ah, giving Tess a tour.”

Natalie blinks and then shoots me another evil grin that has me considering moving her smothering appointment to earlier in the night.

“Oh, I see,” she drawls. “Well, proceed, then. I’ll catch you later. You’re still starting the pony rides at two, right?”

“Ouais,” I bark.

“Sounds good.” She waves at Tess. “Enjoy your tour, Tess! Nice to meet you!”

I wait until she’s disappeared into the kitchen with no sign of coming back before I turn back to Tess.

“Sorry about that. Trust me, you did not want to meet three La Cloche lesbians all at once.”

Tess cocks her head.

“My friends are just very, um, excited,” I explain, “to have a…”

I trail off, my face heating up as I realize I haven’t actually ever heard her confirm she’s gay.

I’d have to toss my Gaydar into a trash compactor if it turns out I’m wrong, but I guess stranger things have happened.

“A new lesbian in town?” Tess guesses. “I am a lesbian, in case that wasn’t clear.”

I let out a heavy breath. “I didn’t want to assume…”

She chuckles. “What gave it away? Was it the hair? The massive carabiner?”

My relief is turning into giddiness now. I laugh along with her.

“Massive, eh? More massive than this?”

I yank my shirt up to reveal the carabiner hooked around the belt loop of my jeans, jammed full of keys, a mini Swiss Army knife, and a plastic keychain shaped like two interlocking pairs of scissors that Natalie and I thought was absolutely hilarious when we were eighteen.

“I don’t know,” Tess counters. “You tell me.”

She hikes her own shirt up, and there it is: the carabiner to end all carabiners.

It’s so thick it makes the waist of her jeans sag. She has even more keys than I do, and her Swiss Army knife is a full size model that makes mine look like a toothpick in comparison.

“Oh. Wow,” I blurt. I can feel my eyes bulging. “That is big.”

I tear my gaze away when I hear a knock on the window beside us.

Maddie, Natalie, and her girlfriend Brooke are all peering at us like they’re standing outside a zoo exhibit.

“Ah, shit.” I shoot them all a glare I hope they can feel singeing their eyeballs. “Sorry. They’re such creeps. Come on. I’ll pretend to give you a tour of the backyard.”

I lead the way through the lounge. People stop me every few feet to say congratulations or shake my hand, so it’s a good ten minutes before we finally get to the kitchen, where yet more people are swarming around the massive selection of finger foods covering every inch of the island.

I have to hip check one of my uncles out of the way so we can get to the back door. Tess and I both gulp down a few mouthfuls of fresh air the second we step outdoors. I hadn’t realized how hot the house was with so many people crammed inside.

“That feels good,” Tess says, fanning her face with both hands.

I tug at the neck of my blazer. “Yeah. It’s like a sauna in there.”

Only a handful of people have made it out to the backyard. I mowed the whole property yesterday, so the air still smells like cut grass. There are a few picnic tables scattered around under some big maple trees. The signature balsam firs that tower on either side of the house create some patches of shade.

Tess and I end up walking over to the small pond lined with rustling bulrushes. It’s late enough in the season that the cattails have gone all puffy, little bits of fluff drifting off in the breeze.

“So,” I say, since we can’t walk in silence forever, “you showed up at my house today to ask me if I hate you?”

Tess laughs and scratches the back of her neck. “I was going to do it with a little more finesse than that. I didn’t realize I’d be crashing your grand opening.”

I run my finger over one of the cattails as we pass by, sending a whole spray of fluff into the air.

“I don’t know,” Tess adds. “I guess I thought maybe we could, like, talk a little? I spent a whole day talking to your mom while I was working on your horses, which I get doesn’t mean I, like, know her, but it seems kind of weird that you and I might be sharing a kitchen without ever having had a proper conversation.”

I scoff. “Oh, you really think we’re going to let you use the kitchen, huh? Didn’t you read the fine print? That’s an extra three hundred a month.”

Tess stumbles to a halt, her face turning pale.

“I’m kidding,” I add.

“Oh.” She gulps. “Ha.”

I hold my hands up in apology. “Okay, no kitchen jokes. Got it.”

“No, no.” She shakes her head and continues walking. I fall into step beside her. “It’s just…you have a very unpredictable sense of humor.”

“I’m unpredictable?” I clap a hand to my chest. “You’re the one who keeps showing up at my house uninvited.”

She gives me some serious side-eye.

“That was also a joke,” I tell her.

This time, she laughs for real. She tosses her head back, her shiny lips glinting in the sun.

Maybe it’s not Chap Stick. Maybe she just has a naturally radiant mouth.

Thankfully, she doesn’t catch me staring. We start on another lap around the pond, and her attention drifts over to the white barn at the back of the two acres of property.

“Do you have horses here too?” she asks.

“No, that’s Natalie’s art barn.”

She raises an eyebrow. “Art barn?”

“She’s a painter,” I explain. “We turned the barn into a studio, and she’s going to run art retreats and classes for the guests out there.”

Tess grins. “That’s so cool.”

I nod. “Yeah, she’s pretty badass.”

Without really deciding on it, we both start heading for the barn.

“So, you’re all running the business together?” Tess asks.

“Uh-huh. We do a bit of everything, but we all have our specialties. Natalie is doing all the art stuff, and my cousin, Maddie, is this big math genius, so she’s the numbers girl. I’m in charge of maintenance and tourism operations.”

I can’t keep my chest from puffing out a little as I explain my job.

“We have all these different packages and add-ons for the guests that I set up with some of the other local tourism businesses. We really want people who stay here to get the most out of La Cloche.”

Tess glances back at the house, which is still swarmed with so many people I think the walls might start cracking.

“Seems like you’re off to a great start.”

I nod. “I hope so.”

I don’t sound very hopeful. My cheeks are aching from smiling so much today, but out here, with a couple hundred feet of perspective between me and Balsam Inn, I can’t keep the nerves from dragging my mouth down into a frown.

I need this to work.

I need the inn to do well. I need it to bring more customers out to La Grange Rouge. I need more time to take care of Maman and the horses and the million little things I have to do around the farm, but I can’t get more time if I don’t make more money, and I can’t seem to get more money without more time.

Lately, life has felt like an equation so impossible even my math whizz cousin Maddie wouldn’t be able to solve it.

Something’s gotta give.

That’s what I keep telling myself, but I can’t figure out what the something is.

I should be back there with everyone soaking up the moment. I should be handing out flyers and yapping with tourists. I should be getting one of those terrible face paintings done so I can jump around and make everybody laugh.

I should be bringing Balsam Inn to life, but instead, I feel like a shadow, like some creepy Grim Reaper hanging over the place.

“You okay?”

I didn’t even realize we’d reached the barn. Tess is standing with her shoulder propped against the brand new sliding door, watching me with this soft look on her face that jolts me straight out of my pity party.

I don’t want soft looks from strangers. I don’t want to be the problem. I don’t have time to be the problem.

I’m the one who solves the problems.

“Yeah, I’m fine.”

I reach to haul the heavy wooden door open so I can show Tess the studio. I need the distraction, but I pause after sliding it open just a crack.

Tess is still watching me, and this time, I hold her gaze.

Maybe this is the something.

Maybe I need to get over Tess’s carabiner being bigger than mine and see her arrival in La Cloche for what it really is: an opportunity I can’t risk losing.

Maybe I need to start doing everything I can to make sure she signs the lease.

“You know what? You’re right,” I say.

Her forehead wrinkles. “About what?”

“We should talk. How about tonight? I know a good place for a drink.”


Chapter 8


Tess



The wooden sign above the door spells out MACK’S BISTRO in thick block capitals. There’s a flickering neon open sign in the window, along with a faded menu taped to the glass.

The bar is a stark contrast to most of the establishments on Rue Principale, La Cloche’s main street. There’s no trace of hippie health products or small batch artisanal concoctions. The menu has a section for vegan burgers, but besides that, the place looks like somewhere you’d pop in after a fishing trip or on your way to go raise a barn.

It’s also packed. Even standing on the sidewalk, I can hear the thrum of voices inside.

I glance up and down the street for any sign of Jacinthe. I’m five minutes early. Dusk has fallen, and there’s a bite in the air that reminds me we’re hurtling towards the end of September. The days have remained warm enough to feel like summer, but I can smell autumn creeping in tonight: wood smoke, rustling leaves, and cold, still water.

“Salut. You made it.”

I spin around, and there she is, striding up the sidewalk. She’s wearing the same dark jeans from the grand opening, but she’s swapped her blazer and button-down for a hoodie.

Meanwhile, I’ve gone from being the underdressed one in my muddy farrier clothes to overcompensating with a loose pair of slacks and a polo shirt under my jacket.

“You look nice,” Jacinthe says, before I can start wondering why the hell I thought slacks were the right choice for a small town dive bar.

“Oh.” I pause for a moment to make sure I heard her correctly. “Um, thanks.”

She looks way more chipper than I’ve ever seen her. She’s grinning and bobbing her head to the music bumping inside the bar. If it weren’t for the car keys dangling from her hand, I’d swear she’d already gotten started on drinking.

“Here.”

She thrusts the contents of her other hand out at me. I didn’t even notice the plastic bag hooked around her fingers until now.

“For you!” she says. “It’s leftovers.”

“Um…thank you?”

She barks a laugh. “Don’t worry. It’s not meat loaf. It’s just some little cakes and things left over from the inn. I thought maybe Shel and your mom would be happy if you came home with dessert.”

She rustles the bag, and I reach out to grab the handles.

“That’s very thoughtful,” I say.

She takes a step back, shoving her fists into the front pocket of her hoodie.

“Ah, you know. We’re very neighbourly around here. It’s no big deal.” She nods over at the door into the bar. “Ready to head in?”

I shift the bag onto my forearm. “Sure. Let’s do it.”

The voices and music inside spill out into the dim street like a crashing wave as soon as she opens the door. She grimaces.

“Sorry it’s so busy. I should have known everyone would head here after the grand opening.” She pulls the door all the way open and steps aside so I’ll have room to pass. “Après vous, of course.”

She’s still got that goofy smile on her face, the corners of her mouth stretched just a little too far to look natural.

A tingling sensation bristles on the back of my neck. I almost feel like I’m about to get pranked. There’s no way the woman I met storming around the farmyard swearing at the top of her lungs is now chirping at me like a bubbly Disney princess and offering me little cakes, but I still head inside.

The interior of Mack’s Bistro is a little less divey than the outside would imply. A few strings of blinking fairy lights on the ceiling cast a warm glow over the wood-paneled walls, brown vinyl booths, and lacquered tables. The tang of beer and fryer oil hits my nose while the chorus of a Rolling Stones song fills my ears.

Most of the patrons are sporting hoodies and jeans like Jacinthe, but there are a few sundresses and button-downs left over from the open house to assure me I’m only marginally the most dressed up person in the room.

“What are you having?” Jacinthe asks as we elbow our way up to the bar.

The room is so loud she has to lean in closer for me to hear. A few locks of her bob slip into her face, and she blows them out of the way with a huff.

I rip my gaze away before I end up staring at her pursed lips. My heart is pounding almost as loud as the throbbing bass notes of the song.

I thought maybe I’d exaggerated my epiphany from earlier today, that I’d just gotten caught up in the excitement of a big event where she was the star of the show, but no.

I really am attracted to her.

“Uh…” I scan the selection of taps and end up pointing at random. “That one.”

She gives me another one of those Uncanny Valley smiles. “Good choice. You must have good taste in beer.”

Thankfully, her creepy smiles and overall saccharine demeanor are enough to keep me from making a complete idiot of myself. It’s like getting a bucket of cold water splashed in my face every time she pulls out that toothy grin.

We make it up to the edge of the bar, where the dark wood has been polished to a slick sheen by generations of La Cloche residents resting their elbows. A shaggy-haired kid who’s got to be fresh out of high school pours our pints.

“I’ll get it,” Jacinthe says, waving a credit card at him.

I shove my hand into my pocket and dig out my wallet. “Oh, no, let me. I’m the one who asked to talk.”

Jacinthe shakes her head. “And I’m the one who said we should do it at Mack’s. Call it a thank you for driving my mom today.”

Her too-sweet tone slips for a moment, deepening with genuine gratitude just like it did at the open house. Her eyes lock with mine.

Those damn eyes.

For a second, I forget all about pulling my card out. Before I have a chance to protest, Jacinthe is tapping hers to the machine the bartender holds out.

We turn to face the crowd once we’ve got our drinks in hand. The room is warm enough that condensation is already beading on the sides of my pint glass, tiny rivulets dripping onto my knuckles while I clutch the glass way too tight.

“Ah, parfait,” Jacinthe says, nodding over at where an elderly couple is getting up from one of the booths. “Monsieur and Madame LaRoche are leaving.”

She leads the way over to their spot, and the three of them have a conversation in French too rapid for me to follow. From all the back slapping and hand shaking, it’s clear they’re congratulating her on the inn. I fumble my way through some introductions and an announcement that I’m the new local farrier before Jacinthe and I finally get a chance to sit down.

“So you’re some kind of La Cloche celebrity, huh?” I ask.

She shrugs. “It’s a small town. Everybody knows everybody here.”

It’s not just that. I can already tell Jacinthe and her friends are a big part of La Cloche. People light up around them, like they’re a surge of electricity in the grid that keeps the community running.

Jacinthe belongs here, and the more I see it, the more I can’t help wondering what it would feel like to belong somewhere like this too.

“Cheers,” Jacinthe says, tipping her beer at me. “To you. For saving the day. Maman can’t stop talking about what a saint you are.”

I shake my head. “It was no big deal.

“Still,” she says, tipping her glass at me, “to you, and to the start of your happy new life in Québec.”

She sing-songs the last few words in what I think is meant to be a cheery tone. I can’t tell if I want to laugh or cower in fear over how odd she’s being.

“Thank you,” I say instead, hoisting my pint in acknowledgement.

We both take a sip and then set our glasses back down.

A moment of silence passes.

Then another.

I suck in a breath.

“So…” I begin.

“So…” she echoes.

She plasters on another too-wide grin and smiles as she bobs her head in time with the music. She reminds me of videos of people waking up all loopy from surgery. I raise my fist to my mouth and pretend to cough to cover up a snort.

“Are you…good?” I blurt.

She freezes, blinking at me for a moment before she resumes her head-bobbing at double speed.

“Of course! Very good. It’s good to be here. It’s good to talk.”

“Uh-huh,” I say, fighting to keep myself from squinting at her.

“You did a really good job on the horses, you know.”

I tilt my head in surprise, but she plows right on through the subject change.

“All their feet are great. I called Léon tonight and told him he picked a good replacement.”

“Oh,” I mumble. “Thank you. That was really kind of you.”

Jacinthe shrugs. Her fingers are tapping a frantic rhythm on the table. “It’s the truth. I don’t lie about my horses.”

I nod. “Of course.”

This time, I don’t bother trying not to squint. I peer straight at her face as all the pieces start to fall into place.

“Can I ask you something?”

“Yeah,” she says, her voice just a little too bright. “Whatever you want. I am here to help.”

“Are you…buttering me up?”

She balks, her shoulders stiffening against the back of the booth. “Buttering?”

“Like, flattering me? Is this”—I hoist up the bag of treats and nod my head at the pints she paid for—“about the lease, or something?”

Her eyes widen, the whites of them flashing like a panicked horse, and that’s all the confirmation I need.

“What?” she yelps. She’s feigning indignation now, but it’s too late. “No! I just want you to, you know, feel good, so you⁠—”

“So I’ll sign the lease.”

That’s what the cake and the drinks and the bizarre facial expressions are about. I was starting to wonder if maybe she’d smoked a huge joint on the way over here, and all along, she’s just been trying to be nice.

The fact that this is what Jacinthe’s interpretation of ‘nice’ looks like is too much to resist.

I burst out laughing.

“No, no, no!” Jacinthe protests.

Her face is somewhere between annoyed and crestfallen, which just makes me laugh even more.

“I just wanted to make you feel welcome in town,” she babbles. “You know, because you’re new, and because you thought I hated you, and because⁠—”

“Because you think I might not take the property?” I cut in. “That’s why you’re doing the creepy smile thing, right?”

She gasps. “Creepy? My smile is not creepy! My smile is charming as fuck.”

She crosses her arms over her chest and glares at me. I have to clutch my stomach I’m laughing so hard.

“Not whatever you’ve been doing tonight,” I wheeze. “It’s haunting, Jacinthe.”

“Haunting?” she barks. “I bring you cakes and beer and you call me haunting?”

She cocks her head and grumbles a string of Québécois swear words so long and elaborate I notice the people in the booth behind her glance over with their eyebrows raised.

I shake my head, still chuckling. “See now, this is the Jacinthe Gauthier I was expecting to get to know tonight.”

“Gauthier-Laframboise,” she quips.

“Huh?”

“That’s my full last name. Gauthier-Laframboise.”

I narrow my eyes. “Doesn’t that mean the…strawberry? Your full last name is Gauthier The Strawberry?”

I thought I was done laughing, but I begin cracking up all over again. This pint-sized hurricane who looks ready to shoot lightning bolts at me with her bare hands is named after a berry.

“Why is that funny?” she barks. “Also it’s raspberry, not strawberry.”

I place a hand on my chest. “Oh, my mistake. Raspberry is much more dignified.”

“It is,” she asserts. “It’s a very well-known and respected surname in the province of Québec, which you wouldn’t know about because you stink of Ontario.”

I let out a shocked peal of laughter. I’m sure more people must be staring at us now, but I can’t stop.

“I stink of Ontario?” I screech.

She sucks in a breath like she’s about to double-down on her declaration, but at the last second, she clamps her jaw shut.

“Shit,” she mutters. “Look, I’m sorry. I’m trying to make you like me.”

I point a finger at her, a satisfied grin tugging at my mouth. “Aha! You admit it. You are buttering me up.”

She scowls.”No, I’m just trying to…to… Okay, yeah, I was buttering you up.”

She sighs, her shoulders drooping. She takes a conciliatory gulp of her pint and then stares down into the amber liquid.

“Does it make you feel better to know it was totally not working?” I ask.

She snaps her gaze up to glower at me. “No.”

Then she seems to think better of the glowering and sighs again.

“Sorry,” she blurts. “Look, I really do feel bad that I made you think I hate you. I don’t. It would be crazy to hate you after, like, a week of knowing you, and besides, I actually think you’re…cool. Very cool, and a good person.”

My eyebrows shoot up. “You think I’m a good person after a week of knowing me?”

“Yeah,” she says, with way more conviction than I was expecting. “I mean, you do good things. You helped my mom. You were very patient with all our horses, even the ones who are assholes about getting shoed. Also, you seem like you’re a really good mom to Shel.”

Her words shoot straight into my chest, pricking a target I didn’t know was there.

“Oh,” I murmur. “Um, thank you.”

“Plus, you’re a woman farrier,” she adds, “and a lesbian, which means you’ve probably been through a lot of shit to get where you are, so yeah, I think that’s pretty cool, and I’m sorry I didn’t give you a good impression.”

I fight the urge to reach up and rub my sternum, where it still feels like she’s pierced straight to the heart of me.

“Wow,” I say after blinking at her a couple times. “Um, thanks.”

She leans forward over the table, her expression hardening. She jabs a finger at my face.

“But don’t you dare ever laugh at my last name again, Ontarian. D’accord?”

I almost gulp.

“D’accord,” I assure her.

She extends her hand for a shake. Her hands are a little rough, knuckles criss-crossed with a couple miscellaneous scrapes and her palms calloused from working on the farm. The hardened skin brushes against my own thick calluses, formed by years of handling heavy farrier tools.

I’ve never been with someone with hands like mine, and for one wild moment, all I can think about is what it would feel like to have her run her fingertips up the side of my body, let her palms span the breadth of my ribcage, her nails digging in just enough to bite.

“What’s your last name?”

Her voice sounds like it’s coming from far away, like I’ve slipped deep underwater. She releases my hand, and the loss of contact forces me back to the surface again.

“Huh?”

“Your last name,” she repeats. “I don’t even know it yet.”

“Tully.”

“Tess Tully,” she says, like she’s trying the sound out.

Like she’s giving it a taste.

My throat goes dry.

“Yep,” I say, somehow managing not to wheeze. “That’s me.”

The chaos of the crowd is still raging around us, patrons swarming in and out of the seats and the bar swamped with a constant demand for more drinks. Laughter, chatter, and the occasional shout or cheer fills the air, all of it layered over the backing track of classic rock on the speakers.

For a moment, I can’t hear any of it.

For one impossible and extremely inconvenient moment, there’s just her.

That’s all it is, though: a moment.

That’s all I can let myself have. I’m not here to flirt with Jacinthe Gauthier-Laframboise. I’m not here to flirt with any woman.

I’m here to find a place for me and my daughter to live. Nothing else is allowed to come first.

“So,” I say, “we’re supposed to be getting to know each other, right? To see if this lease will work out?”

Jacinthe nods. “Ouais, I think that was the plan for tonight.”

“So tell me about you.”

Her eyebrows shoot up. “What do you want to know?”

I shrug. “What should I know? Got any bad habits? Dark secrets? Murderous ex-girlfriends who might show up at the property in the dead of night?”

She chuckles, and I can’t tell if I’m reading too much into things or if there really is a bitter note to the sound.

“Ben non, I don’t think you have to worry about that. I haven’t had a girlfriend for a long time.”

I slouch against the back of the booth and take another sip of my beer. I’ve only got a few dregs of the amber liquid left.

“Oh?” I ask when she doesn’t elaborate.

She purses her lips and shifts her jaw around while she works out what to say.

“Life has been…busy,” she explains. “You know, with the farm and my mom and now the inn. I don’t really have time for it.”

Story of my life.

“I get that,” I tell her, a knot of sympathy tightening in my chest. “I’ve only tried seriously dating once since Shel was born.”

It was a disaster, of course. Claire and I only dated for about six months, but it was enough to convince me there isn’t room for parenting and a serious relationship in my life—not if I want to keep everyone happy.

Jacinthe tries her best to hide her shock, but I can still tell her eyebrows are fighting not to creep up her forehead again.

“Shel’s ten, right?” she says in a carefully neutral tone.

I still read the implication, and I can’t help laughing at her failed attempt at subtlety.

“Yeah,” I answer, “so for me, it’s been a really long time since I had a girlfriend.”

Jacinthe nods and hides whatever her reaction might be by taking a large sip of beer. A couple seconds tick by in silence, the din of the bar rushing in to fill the quiet between us.

Jacinthe does that shifting thing with her jaw again, which I’m starting to realize is her ‘thinking face.’

It’s cute.

No. No, it’s not cute.

I give myself a mental shake.

I’m here to accomplish a goal, and the fact that Jacinthe has no place for dating in her life actually makes that goal much easier. It’s a lot simpler to write off my attraction to her when it’s clear romance is as far off the table for her as it is for me.

Jacinthe is still struggling to spit out whatever it is she wants to say.

“Did you…” she tries before lapsing into silence for another couple seconds. “I mean, um, was, uh…”

She clears her throat, and I recognize the usual signs enough to know where this is headed.

“You want to know about Shel’s dad, right?”

Jacinthe’s face goes pale.

“You don’t have to tell me anything,” she says in a rush. “I mean, I’d never—like, that’s totally your business.”

I chuckle even as I feel a warm rush of appreciation. Most people are a lot less respectful with their curiosity.

“It’s okay. I get that all this”—I gesture at the Butches R’ Us ensemble I have on tonight—“and being a single mom tends to make people curious.”

Jacinthe shakes her head.

“It’s your business,” she says, her tone firm enough to make me believe she’d drop the subject forever if that’s what I wanted.

For some reason, that just makes me want to tell her everything.

“It’s not that interesting,” I explain. “I was still figuring out my sexuality when I started university. I’d messed around with a few girls in high school, but then I met Baron, and we just⁠—”

I pause when Jacinthe makes a choking noise.

“I’m sorry,” she says, her eyes bulging, “but…Baron?”

She looks so aghast I end up snorting.

“Yeah.”

“Like, that means like a lord, right?” she asks. “You really had a thing with a dude named Baron?”

Something about her wrinkled nose and the thinly veiled disdain in her voice makes the story of the most difficult thing I’ve ever been through seem like a hilarious anecdote in a way it never has before.

I really did get accidentally pregnant at twenty-one with a dude named Baron.

I burst out laughing.

“Well, I didn’t name him that,” I shoot back. “His parents were really pretentious, okay?”

Jacinthe shakes her head. “Câlice. They must have been.”

“Honestly, he was pretty pretentious too,” I admit.

Jacinthe makes a show out of rolling her eyes, like she expected no less.

I crack up all over again. I’ve spent a whole decade dealing with condescending sympathy and verbal tip-toeing around the subject, but I’ve never gotten to laugh about Baron.

I don’t think I even realized I wanted to.

“I don’t know what it was about him,” I admit. “It was one of those things where you just seem to stick to someone and you don’t know why. We’d get drunk at parties and have dumb philosophical arguments. He pissed me off as much as he made me laugh, and I think I confused that with passion. I was eighteen, you know? Part of me thought he was also my last shot at maybe liking men. It sort of felt like I wasn’t supposed to give up on the possibility until I’d given it a try, which is bullshit, but again, I was eighteen.”

Jacinthe just nods, her expression attentive with no trace of judgment.

There’s always a part of me that wonders if other lesbians will give me shit for having a kid with a man, like Shel’s mere existence somehow tethers me to an unbreakable bond with heterosexuality, but Jacinthe doesn’t show any signs of that.

“So how long were you together?” she asks.

“Oh, we weren’t together.” I grimace at just the thought of it. “It was, as the kids say, a situationship. We had other relationships while finishing our degrees, but we’d always find each other at a party or something when we were both single. It was very on and off.”

Until we really were tethered together in an unbreakable bond.

“Then one night early on in our final year of school, the condom broke. I was seven months pregnant when I graduated.”

Jacinthe blinks.

“Oh. Wow.”

I nod.

“Oh wow indeed.”

I go to pick up my glass, but I’ve already finished my beer. I stare down at the foamy remnants for a moment before I continue.

“I thought about ending the pregnancy, of course, and I fully support anyone who makes that decision,” I explain. “Everyone should have access to abortion. For me, though, I just…I just knew, somehow, that as shitty as the situation was, someday Shel would turn out to be the best thing that ever happened to me.”

I can’t keep myself from smiling as I say it. That’s how I knew I wanted to go through with everything. Even when I was at my most terrified, the thought of her always got me smiling.

“She’s pretty great.”

I look up from my glass and find Jacinthe is smiling too.

“She is,” I say, my grin stretching even wider. “She’s fantastic. She’s my favourite person in the world.”

My throat gets tight, and I wish I had a few more sips of beer left to swallow. Jacinthe finishes her own drink and then starts fidgeting with the edges of her coaster.

“So is this Baron…around?” she says. “If you don’t mind me asking.”

“He gets her on alternating holidays and for a few weeks in the summer. He wanted more at the start, but he’s…”

I pause for a moment to try and find the best words to describe Baron’s overall presence in his daughter’s life.

“Well, to be frank, he’s turned out to be an irresponsible dirtbag, and he’s let Shel down so many times that he and I have both settled on that being all he can handle.”

Jacinthe huffs.

“Irresponsible dirtbag,” she says with more vehemence than I expected. “I get that.”

“You do?”

She runs her thumb along the edge of the coaster a couple more times and then sighs.

“My dad…left.”

I wait for her to add more, but that’s all she offers: just hollow resignation and a single word.

“I’m so sorry,” I murmur.

She shrugs. “It is what it is. We’re better off without him.”

She flinches and then gives me a guilty look.

“Not saying Shel shouldn’t see her dad of course,” she adds. “I didn’t mean⁠—”

“I know you didn’t.”

I catch her eyes, holding her gaze for long enough my heart begins to pound.

Maybe I could learn to handle the rest of her, but those eyes are going to be a serious problem.

“So, seems like we’re both losers without girlfriends, huh?” Jacinthe says.

I nod. “Yeah, seems like it.”

She rests her elbows on the table and props her chin on her hands.

“It’s nice that you, you know, get it,” she tells me. “Maddie is always asking me why I don’t just go on some dates and telling me I’m never going to have time unless I make time, but when you’re the one who takes care of somebody, it’s…different. It’s not about you anymore, you know? And all that ‘you deserve to be happy too’ stuff, it’s just…it’s hard to talk about it with people who don’t get it.”

My heart lurches at the sound of some of my most private thoughts echoed back to me from someone else’s mouth.

She’s right. Other people don’t get it. I lost touch with almost all my friends when Shel was born. It was like they were waiting for me to bounce back to being who I always was, with maybe the occasional addition of a baby on my hip. They couldn’t grasp how much such a vast responsibility changes you, how it rips the very sky above your head to pieces and then stitches it back together as something new.

“Yeah,” I mumble. “It is hard.”

Jacinthe reaches across the table. My mouth drops open as I wonder if she’s about to squeeze my hand, but instead, she snatches my empty glass.

“Can I buy you another drink?”

I’m about to protest her paying again when she adds, “To say sorry for my haunting smile?”

She does an exaggerated version of her creepy grin from earlier. She looks so ghoulish I can’t stop myself from laughing.

“Okay, fine,” I give in. “Maybe more alcohol will stave off the nightmares.”

She chuckles as she gets to her feet. With both our glasses tucked under one arm, she heads back over to the bar.

I stare at the back of her hoodie as she goes.

Maybe it could be like this. Maybe the two of us could sit out on the porch at night and shoot the shit sometimes. Maybe we could laugh at things that aren’t supposed to be funny and admit some things the rest of the world makes it hard to say. Maybe we could even be friends, or at least friendly acquaintances who share a house.

Maybe this could work.


Chapter 9


Jacinthe



The sky has faded from tulip pink to buttery yellow as the sunrise slips into morning. I stand waving goodbye with one hand and using the other to cover up a yawn while the tourists pile into their cars.

“Merci, everyone!” I call out. “Hope you had fun!”

My throat is screaming for coffee, and my sleep-deprived body is demanding to know why I ever thought offering a ‘Sunrise Special’ to Balsam Inn guests who book on for a trail ride at La Grange Rouge was a good idea. I’m used to getting up at the crack of dawn to do my morning barn chores, but I’ve never had to handle customer service this early in the morning.

I still force the corners of my mouth up while the guests pull out of the lot, since ‘grumpy and suffering from caffeine withdrawal’ doesn’t make for good reviews on Trip Advisor.

I can’t help thinking back to that night at Mack’s Bistro, when Tess called my smile ‘haunting.’ I chuckle at the memory even as a zing of nerves shoots up my spine. That was over a week ago. Tess signed the lease the next day, and now here we are: October first.

Moving day.

I stand there waving until the last car has peeled out onto the highway. It was a pretty full booking for an October ride: a couple and a family of four. If it weren’t for the Balsam Inn promotion, I doubt I would have had anyone to take out on the trails today.

I turn to face the barn and try to scrounge up even a flicker of hope that things are turning around, but all I can see are the thousand tasks that still need doing, along with all the money I don’t have to do them with. There’s a cracked window that needs replacing. I have to order some new insulation for our arena so I’ll be able to exercise the horses without freezing to death this winter. There’s also the mysterious rattling noise in my truck’s engine that I’ve been ignoring for months.

Six customers aren’t going to change any of that.

I drag my hands through my hair and sigh. Everything else will have to wait. Right now, I’ve got to hurry up and get the horses untacked so I’ll be ready up at the house when Tess and Shel arrive.

The horses are standing in a line along the hitching post, their heads drooping like they’re sleepy too. The October morning is chilly enough that mist clouds in the air in front of their noses, the condensation sparkling in the pale morning light.

“Good job today, my dudes,” I say, pausing to salute them. “Breakfast is waiting to be served.”

By me. I also need to finish that before Tess gets here.

I get to work untacking, starting with my mount for the day: Pierrot, a mischievous piebald pony I reserve for more experienced riders, since he’s known for trotting away in search of off-road snacks if he doesn’t have a firm hand to reel him in.

His belly puffs out with relief when I unbuckle his girth. I free him of his saddle and slip off his bridle, leaving him hooked up by his halter to the post. I give him a quick brush down and then move onto the next horse in line, working through the same series of movements on auto-pilot, just like I have thousands of times before.

When I get to third horse in line, I curse under my breath.

“Sam, what did you do?”

The bay gelding is covered in burs he must have brushed up against somewhere along the trail. The spikey balls are dotted all along one of his haunches. I swear again and get to work pulling them out. His thick coat keeps him from being bothered, but the spikes are pricking my fingers enough that I have to give up and hunt around for some gloves in the barn.

“I do not have time for this,” I mutter as I toss burr after burr to the ground.

Tess will be here any minute. I was hoping to do a final sweep of the property before she arrived, just to make sure nothing has gone wrong since I checked last night.

Maybe Joaquin broke in and pooped on all the furniture. I wouldn’t put it past him.

I breathe hard through my nose as I try not to think about all the things that could go wrong today. Tess may have signed a lease, but I’m sure there’s still some way she could get out of it. She’s only ever seen the house a couple times. She might realize she doesn’t want to live in a place with random crap piled on the porch and a lawn that needs to be cut and a driveway that still needs last summer’s weeds pulled.

There’s so much I wanted to get done before today.

The burr removal ends up taking so much concentration I don’t realize a truck has pulled up at the house until I hear a door slam. I step away from the horses and squint at the driveway, a shock of nerves shooting through me when I spot Tess’s truck hooked up to the trailer she’s borrowing from one of my uncles.

“Câlice,” I swear.

I still have two more horses left.

I watch as Shel comes running around the side of the truck, the same bunny-eared hoodie she wore last time she was here bouncing against her back. Tess ruffles Shel’s pink-streaked hair and then shields her eyes with one hand while she scans the yard.

I can tell exactly when Tess spots me. She freezes for a split-second, and then her face splits into a grin I can see even from all the way over here.

There’s nothing haunting about her smile. She doesn’t look creepy or strained; she looks like the moment the sun crested over the mountains out on the trail today, streaks of gold spreading like glowing filaments in the pre-dawn pink.

Radiant.

She looks radiant, standing there in some faded blue jeans and a clingy, army green long-sleeve tee while I’m still out here covered in sweat, dirt, and general horse stink.

I rock on the balls of my feet, hoping Maman will burst out the front door and buy me some time, but she must not have heard the truck either.

Instead, Tess comes loping down to the barnyard, hands in her pockets and Shel skipping along at her heels.

I duck behind one of the horses to smooth my hair down and straighten my shirt before stepping around to the front of the hitching post.

“Sorry about this,” I say when the two of them reach me. “I did a sunrise trail ride for some guests from the inn. I thought I’d be done by now, but Sam had to go and rub up against some burrs.”

Shel scoots past her mom to get closer to the horses. I watch her approach with the gentle but confident motions of a seasoned horse handler. Pierrot sticks his nose out to sniff at her, and I grin with admiration when I see Shel blow a soft breath against his nose. His ears perk up, and he returns the greeting, exhaling a horsey hello.

“Look at you, Miss Horse Whisperer,” I say, giving Shel a nod of approval. “Hey, wait a minute. Isn’t it a school day? You playing hooky or something?”

She shakes her head. “Mom said I could take the day off to help with the move.”

“Which means working,” Tess chimes in with a mocking stern tone. “Not just playing with the animals all day.”

I’ve only seen Tess a couple times since she signed the lease, mostly just to help her set up the trailer. Looking at her now, it really hits me: this woman is going to live in my house.

My heart jumps into my throat, hammering like I’ve just shot a pot of coffee straight into my veins even though I’ve yet to have my first cup of the day.

“Let me get this finished,” I say, ducking back under the hitching post so I can avoid making eye contact with Tess. “I just need a couple minutes, and then I’ll come help you get started.”

“Let me help you,” Tess says. “You’re just untacking?”

“Oh, uh, yeah, but you don’t have to⁠—”

She swings herself under the rail and pops up beside Nana, one of the two horses left. I hear the clicking of buckles and then the thump of her swinging the girth up over the saddle.

“It’ll go faster with both of us,” Tess announces. “Do you really untack them all yourself every day?”

I doubt I could stop her now, so I give up and get back to work.

“Mostly, yeah,” I tell her, “but I’m used to it. Seven horses isn’t so bad on your own. We have bigger groups in the summer.”

“You don’t have stable hands or anything?”

I shake my head and then remember we’re separated by a wall of horse.

“Uh, no,” I tell her. “My cousin used to help out on really busy days when he lived here, and of course Maman helps as much as her health lets her. It used to be more of a family business when I was younger, but then my uncles all started having kids of their own, and people got busy, and my dad⁠—”

My dad fucked off after cheating on my mom for years and left her with an entire farm to run and a whole ass kid to raise on her own.

“Yeah?” Tess prompts. Her voice is lower now, gentle, like I’m a testy horse with my tail swishing in warning.

I don’t know why the hell I mentioned my dad. I don’t talk about that connard.

I don’t need to. We don’t need him. I’ve made sure of that.

“Well, he wasn’t around anymore,” I say, my jaw tight as I reach for a rubber comb and start rubbing it in circles over the last horse’s coat. “But we don’t really need stable hands. It’s not that big of a farm. We’ve got, like, half the number of horses we had when I was a kid.”

It’s been close to fifteen years, but I still seethe at the memory of the day my uncles loaded up half our herd onto a trailer and drove them out to another trail riding place almost five hours away.

We couldn’t keep the barn full anymore. It just wasn’t possible without my dad. We were lucky to find a buyer who’d give the horses a good home. I knew that. I also knew it was the last time I’d see any of them, but I couldn’t make myself go down to the yard.

I just sat on the porch with my arms wrapped around my knees, glaring at the red roof of the barn.

That was the day I promised myself I’d never give anyone the power to take so much away from me. That was the day I decided never to rely on anyone as much as we relied on my dad.

“Still seems like a lot of work,” Tess murmurs.

I press my lips together to keep from snapping and telling her we’re doing just fine.

I’m supposed to be welcoming her and Shel, not dropping the whole saga of my family drama on them.

Shel isn’t even listening anymore. She’s off by the barn, trying to tempt Monsieur Fromage down from the hayloft.

I roll my shoulders back and push the thoughts of my dad aside, just like I’ve been doing for most of my life. I’m done with the brushing, so I duck under the rail and face Tess with my chest puffed out.

“It is a lot of work,” I tell her, “but luckily, I have the strength and courage of ten men combined in my body.”

She snorts first and then bursts out with a cackling laugh.

“That doesn’t surprise me at all.”

I try to tell her she’s done enough and that I’ll meet her at the house once I’m done putting the horses away, but she won’t hear it. She helps me lead them to their stalls and get all the tack put away while Shel dumps the morning grains into the feed buckets.

Excited nickering and frantic gulping sounds fill the barn as the horses chow down on their breakfast.

“I don’t know why they always act like I’m starving them, là,” I say, shaking my head. “I’ll have you know I feed them very well.”

Tess chuckles. “I believe you. You don’t have to tell me how dramatic horses can be. My bruised toes will tell you that. I got squished by a fussy pony at work yesterday.”

I put on a sage expression. “Those ponies, man. They’ll fuck you up.”

Then I wince when I remember Shel is in earshot, pouring grain into a bucket just a few stalls down the aisle. I shoot Tess an apologetic look, but she just laughs at me.

“Sorry,” I say anyway. “I’m gonna have to get used to, uh, adjusting my language.”

Tess shrugs. “She’s ten. A swear word every now and then won’t hurt her. We’ve already had all the talks about appropriate language.”

I lean up against the nearest stall door and give Nana, who’s inside scarfing down her breakfast, a scratch.

“For me, it’s usually like eleven swear words at a time, but they’re mostly French, if that helps.”

Tess laughs again, shaking her head like she’s not sure what to do with me.

“I guess we should go up to the house,” I say. “Maman must be up by now. My uncle and some of my cousins will be here soon, and Natalie is coming too once she wraps up some morning art class she’s teaching at the inn, but I can at least give you the keys and stuff so we can get started.”

Tess squints at me like I just spoke another language.

“You know, the keys?” I say, miming opening a door. “For your new house? That you’re here to move into?”

She shakes her head, her forehead still creased with confusion. “Yes, but, um, people are coming over?”

Now it’s my turn to squint.

“Yes?” I say. “To help you move?”

Her eyes widen. “Wait. What? But they don’t—I mean, they don’t even know me. They don’t have to help. I thought—I mean…what?”

She sounds like a robot self-destructing, her eyes bulging like she’s about to explode. I try not to laugh.

“Did you really think you were going to move in all alone?” I ask. “That’s not how things work in La Cloche. The whole town knows you’re moving in today. Maman has been spreading the word like the good news of the bible or something. I’m surprised we don’t have a crowd on the lawn already.”

Tess shakes her head like she still doesn’t understand.

“They’ll say they’re here to help,” I explain, “which they will, but mostly, they’re just here to get gossip on the new town resident. Oh, and to bring you casseroles. I hope you’re ready to get a lot of casseroles.”

I wait for her to laugh or at least chuckle, even though it’s true that she will be drowning in casseroles by the end of the week.

All she does is blink at me.

“People are coming to help us?” she asks. “People want to meet us?”

I tilt my head. “Of course they do.”

“It’s just…”

She glances down the aisle to check if Shel is listening, but she’s drifted down to the far end of the barn and looks caught up whispering something to one of the ponies.

“I really want to find somewhere we fit, you know?” Tess says. “Somewhere Shel can feel at home. I need to make this all worth it for her, and I know it will take time, but…it just means a lot that people actually want to show up and meet us.”

She’s practically shaking with relief, and I have to clasp my hands behind my back to keep from throwing my arms around her in a hug.

“You don’t have to worry about that, okay?” I stare her down to make sure she hears every word. “La Cloche is all about making people feel welcome, and if anyone does anything that does not make Shel feel welcome, you tell me, okay? I’ll sort it out.”

She holds my gaze, neither of us blinking.

“Or, you know, if they don’t make you feel welcome either,” I add. “I can sort that out too.”

I fidget with my hair, tucking a lock of my bob behind my ear while I kick at a pebble on the floor.

Tess lets out a soft laugh. “Do I want to know what sorting it out would entail?”

I look back up at her and flex one of my biceps. “The strength and courage of ten men. Remember?”

She chuckles. “Right. Of course.”

Shel comes over to ask us what’s so funny, and I tell her that her mom doesn’t believe I have secret MMA fighter skills. She says she doesn’t believe me either, which leads to me chasing her out of the barn while pretending I’m about to karate chop her head.

She screeches with laughter all the way up to the house, where I pretend to be winded and tell her she’s defeated me this time but not for long.

I really am almost winded by the short run. All I’ve eaten today is a cereal bar and an apple I scarfed down in the kitchen before stumbling over to the barn while it was still dark out.

Right on cue, Maman bursts onto the porch to announce no one is allowed to start working until we come inside for coffee and bacon.

We’ve all loaded up plates with bacon, toast, and scrambled eggs when a couple cars full of my cousins, aunts, and uncles arrive. Natalie isn’t far behind them. Maman insists on frying up more food even though most people have eaten already, and soon we’re all sprawled on the porch, balancing plates on our knees and sipping from steaming mugs.

Everybody has a thousand questions for Tess. I perch next to her on the porch railing, watching for any sign that she’s getting overwhelmed.

I feel a bit like a guard dog being so protective of her, and I tell myself it’s only because I know how loud and overenthusiastic my family can be.

Tess actually seems to be enjoying herself, fitting in a few bites of toast every few minutes as she explains how she came to take over Léon’s farrier business.

Shel has escaped the spotlight by taking a spot on the porch steps, where she’s having a quiet chat with one of my youngest cousins, Jeanette. She’s seventeen, so it’s not like they’ll be besties, but still, I can’t help thinking of all the times I’d sit out on those steps with Maddie during family events.

We’d pretend we couldn’t hear our parents calling us in to eat. I’d usually be keeping myself busy whacking something with a stick while Maddie shared science facts from the latest non-fiction book she’d taken out at the library in Saint-Jovite.

“She seems sweet.”

Natalie’s voice pulls me back to the present. Maddie is on reception duty at the inn today, so Nat promised she’d stop by and get all the updates for her.

No one is safe from the La Cloche gossip mill.

“Her name is Shel, right?”

“Yeah, that’s right,” I answer. “She’s a cool kid. She really likes animals. Even the weird ones like Joaquin and Monsieur Fromage.”

Natalie chuckles. “Seems like she’s going to fit in here just fine.”


Chapter 10


Tess



After a week of living in ‘the back,’ as Shel and I have both adapted to calling it, the place is finally starting to look a little less like a post-moving disaster zone.

There are still some random boxes stacked in teetering piles in a few corners of the living room and Shel’s loft, but we’ve excavated pretty much everything we need for daily life. I’ve even gotten a few decorating tasks done, mostly just hanging up some photos of us and my parents, installing a cute polka dot shower curtain Shel fell in love with, and filling the kitchen windowsill with mason jars I snagged at one of the several vintage shops in La Cloche.

I haven’t bought any flowers to put in them yet. While I’m washing my hands at the sink, I make a mental note to ask Gabrielle if there’s a florist in town she recommends.

Through the window, I can catch a tiny glimpse of the highway, where Shel’s school bus will be trundling up to the farm any minute now. I slump with the relief of getting home in time to meet her.

I’m still wearing my work clothes, my back coated in dried sweat and my arms streaked with dirt. I drove over an hour to visit a riding school today. I almost turned the job down since I knew I’d be cutting it close on timings, but considering how much I spent on brand new bed frames and mattresses, along with a whole host of secondhand necessities, I really couldn’t say no to the money I’d get shoeing a whole fleet of school ponies.

Once my hands are clean, I set out a glass of milk, some apple slices, and a cookie from the Tupperware of treats one of Jacinthe’s aunts left us.

Jacinthe wasn’t lying about the whole town bringing us offerings of food. Our mini fridge is stuffed to bursting with casseroles. I haven’t had to cook all week.

A flurry of movement by the window draws my eye, and I look over to see Shel sprinting up the driveway, with the yellow flash of the school bus disappearing behind her. Her huge messenger bag thumps against her hip. Her hair is streaming behind her, along with the ears of her trusty bunny hoodie.

She’s worn it every day this week, but I haven’t tried to stop her. If it makes her feel safe amidst all the change, she can wear it as much as she likes. I am planning on discreetly tossing it into the wash tonight, though.

“Hey, Mamma!” she says after yanking open the door.

“Hey, Shelly Belly!”

She grimaces at her most dreaded nickname, but her disdain doesn’t stop her from dumping her bag and going straight for the snack I prepared.

I wait to see if she’ll share anything about her day before I ask. She’s the kind of kid you usually get more out of if you give her the space to start the conversation herself.

Sure enough, I only have to spend a couple minutes hovering at the sink pretending to do dishes before she slurps down a gulp of milk and starts talking.

“I sat with that boy on the bus again today. Ali. I think maybe he wants to be friends.”

I press my lips together to keep from whooping. She’s mentioned this Ali kid from the bus a few times. As far as I can tell, he’s on the quieter side too. They bonded over a copy of a young adult fantasy series he was reading that Shel devoured last year.

This is the first time I’ve heard her bring the word ‘friend’ into it, though. So far, she hasn’t met anyone at her new school she really clicks with.

“It definitely sounds like he does,” I say, forcing myself to stay in Cool Mom mode instead of sliding to the floor in relief. “Does he live in La Cloche?”

“Up past it,” Shel answers. “He said he lives a couple stops from here. He’s jealous I live on a farm. He said his house is in the middle of nowhere and it’s really boring.”

There’s a note of pride in her voice when she mentions the farm. School might still be a struggle, but Shel has taken to life at La Grange Rouge like she was born in the hayloft.

She’d been slipping towards the dreaded teenage battle to get her out of bed in the morning, but here, I can barely keep her inside past dawn. She spends every spare moment down with the horses and the cats. She’s already developed a daily habit of playing carrot toss with Joaquin the donkey, and she even lugs her guitar out to a bench beside one of the pastures so she can practice with no one but the animals to hear her learning her chords.

“If he ever wants to hang out here, I’d be happy to give his parents a call,” I offer.

Shel chews a bite of her cookie with a pensive look on her face.

“Yeah, maybe,” she says after swallowing. “I’ll think about asking him.”

Part of me wants to push and say we could all meet up this weekend, but instead, I just tell her that sounds good. Still, I can’t resist walking over to squeeze an arm around her and smack my lips to her head.

“Oh, there’s Jacinthe,” I say, the rumble of an engine making me look over to see her truck turning off the highway. “She must have been working at the inn today.”

Most of my days this week have started with a wave to Jacinthe. She’s usually finishing up her morning barn chores just as I’m getting my farrier rig ready to head out.

I’ve offered to pitch in with some of the chores since I’m an early riser anyway, but she always shuts me down with a shake of her head and a firm, “Pas du tout.”

We see each other less than I expected in the evenings. If she’s not running a sunset trail ride or fixing things around the farm, she’ll be at the inn fixing things there or helping out with cleaning and reception duties. As far as I’ve heard, bookings at Balsam Inn have been constant since they opened, and the trio is considering hiring some extra staff in addition to the cook who does the guests’ breakfasts.

Of course, Jacinthe is convinced they can keep doing everything themselves to save money. Her mom told me all about it one evening when she came out to join me and Shel for a hot chocolate on the porch.

“Cette fille,” she said, shaking her head. “She’s strong like a bull, but she’s stubborn like one too.”

I watch Jacinthe’s truck pull into the farmyard instead of coming up to the house. She hops out in her usual ensemble of jeans and a plaid shirt, latching the gate back in place before pulling her phone out of her pocket.

She’s too far away for me to make out the details of her expression, but I see the way her shoulders droop when she looks at the screen. A second later, she drops down to squat on her heels, stuffing the phone back in her pocket so she can cradle her head in her hands.

I lunge for the door.

“Mom?” Shel says, twisting in her chair to cock her head at me.

“All good, honey,” I tell her as I stuff my feet into my boots. “I forgot there’s something I need to talk to Jacinthe about. I’m gonna go catch her while she’s outside. Be back in a few minutes. Finish your snack, okay?”

It’s cold enough outside that the air nips at my bare arms when I pull the door open, but I don’t stop to grab a jacket. I take off jogging across the yard, my footsteps loud enough that Jacinthe lifts her head when I’m still a few meters away.

I brace to see her with blanched skin or maybe even a couple tears sliding down her cheeks, but instead of distraught, she just looks tired.

Exhausted, actually.

There are deep purple hollows under her eyes. Her cheeks look gaunt, and her pupils have this hazy, glazed sheen, like she’s only barely conscious.

“Jacinthe!” I call out, barreling the rest of the way over and then skidding to a halt in front of her. “What’s wrong? I saw you check your phone and…”

I trail off and motion at her hunched pose down on the ground.

“Ah.” She bobs her head, blinking at me like she’s waking up from a dream. “Ben, it’s nothing. I just got a text that a family at the inn wants to go for a sunset ride tonight. It’s good news.”

She tries to force a smile, but it’s like even the corners of her mouth are too heavy to lift.

“Didn’t you do a sunrise ride this morning?”

She nods. “Sure did.”

I plant a fist on my hip. “Did it maybe occur to you that working from four in the morning to eight in the evening is going to literally run you into the ground?”

She glowers at me. “Yeah, ya know, it did occur to me, but who else is gonna do it?”

She winces at the bite in her tone. I see her gearing up for an apology, but before she can get another word out, I take a step back and cross my arms over my chest.

“I am.”

She tilts her head. “Quoi?”

“You obviously can’t do this ride, and I already know you won’t cancel it. I don’t want you falling on your head off the edge of a cliff out in the woods, okay?”

She huffs a laugh. “Falling off a cliff? Where do you think I take these people?”

I shrug. “I don’t know, but you better tell me, because I’m taking them.”

Jacinthe narrows her eyes and looks me up and down, like she’s sizing up a new challenger in the ring.

I keep my arms crossed, my feet planted wide. After a moment, she blows out a breath and shakes her head.

“You’re not insured.”

I dig my fingertips into my biceps to keep from crowing in victory.

She thought about it. She actually thought about letting me help her.

I can work with that.

“Fine,” I say. “Then I’m tacking the horses up for you and coming along for the ride as your back-up.”

She scoffs. “My back-up? Are we superheroes?”

“Call it whatever you want, but I’m coming with you.”

She goes quiet for a moment. I can see her working her jaw back and forth. I hold my breath, waiting for the tide to turn.

Then she shakes her head.

“Merci, but I’m fine.”

“You’re not.”

Maybe I’m pushing things too far. Maybe I shouldn’t be pushing at all.

It’s not my business, but somehow, the thought of Jacinthe hurting herself when I could have done something to stop it feels like it is my business. Even if I tried to turn around and march back up to the house, I’m not sure I could.

As if to prove her point, Jacinthe gets to her feet.

As if to prove mine, she wobbles. She takes a few shaky steps to try and catch her balance, but it’s no use.

I lunge forward and grip her by the shoulders before she can topple over.

“You’re very clearly not fine,” I hiss, my heart pounding as I squeeze her shoulders hard.

Our faces are close enough for me to see the way the evening light catches in her irises, warming them from dark pitch to molten brown.

She stares back at me, lucid but still with that glazed disorientation, her pupils flared wide.

My gaze flicks down to the curve of her bottom lip: taut, peachy-pink skin and the flash of her teeth behind it.

My throat goes dry.

We’re so close now.

Too close.

Some small part of my brain still has the wherewithal to raise the alarm. I release Jacinthe’s shoulders and lurch away like I’ve grabbed a hot pan straight out of the oven.

Jacinthe clears her throat. She’s staring down at the tips of her boots, her chest straining with heavy breaths.

“I just need some food,” she blurts, her voice tight.

“Yes.” I sound wheezy. “Yes. You should eat.”

She starts marching up the driveway, avoiding my eyes when she swerves past me. She’s halfway to the house when I remember I’m still on a mission here. I jog a few paces to catch up with her.

“Hey!” I call. “Tell me who to tack up while you eat.”

She spins around to face me, hands on her hips.

“You’re not gonna leave this alone, are you?”

I square off, mirroring her pose. “Nope.”

She tosses her head like a horse shaking off a fly. Then she sighs.

“Okay.”

I blink, bracing for her to take it back, but she doesn’t.

“It’s two couples, so…”

She rattles off a list of horses to get ready. I repeat the names in my head a couple times before I realize she didn’t pick a horse for me.

I open my mouth to argue again, but then I see the corner of her lips lift in a smirk.

“No, I didn’t forget you,” she says. “You can ride whoever you want.”


Chapter 11


Jacinthe



The sound of crunching leaves and snapping twigs fills the forest as we make our way up the trail. The air is sharp with an evening chill that makes the inside of my nose tickle. I can hear Nana lumbering along behind me where I’m leading the trek on Pierrot.

It didn’t surprise me that Tess picked Nana. She’s the definition of a gentle giant. Seems like they’d get along.

Not that Tess is a giant, but she felt extra tall hovering over me in the yard earlier, her strong farrier hands holding me steady, her green eyes staring straight into my soul.

The back of my neck burns as I wonder if there’s some way she can tell what I’m thinking.

It’s embarrassing, really, to be thinking about a woman’s strong hands so much. I’m supposed to be the woman with the strong hands. I’m supposed to be the one with the rugged butch charm. I’m not supposed to fall for it myself.

Not that I’m falling.

Sure, I almost fell into her stupidly big muscled arms today, but that is not the same as falling for her.

I glance behind me at where the guests are plodding along the trail behind me and Tess, their fluorescent helmets and high-vis vests gleaming like beacons in the darkening woods.

They made the usual jokes about feeling dorky in the construction site get-up, but as I’ve learned through many years of experience, you can never make your trail riders too visible.

We’re almost at Sunset Ridge, a plateau on a big hill that conveniently has another plateau on the opposite side, which we call—shockingly—Sunrise Ridge. The woods are thinning, the trail leading us out past the final wall of trees and onto the wide, rocky plateau.

“Wow!” I hear one of the guests say. “This is gorgeous.”

I grin at the reaction. I’ve seen more sunsets here than I can count, but something about watching somebody experience the view for the first time always makes me look at these mountains with fresh eyes.

“This is our spot,” I announce. “Mesdames et monsieurs, if you could all bring your horses over by that hitching post, I’ll help you dismount so we can enjoy the sunset.”

I point at the simple wooden rail that’s been worn down to a smooth sheen over the decades. The horses know the drill, so the riders don’t have to do much steering. Once they’re safely gathered by the rail, I swing myself off Pierrot.

The second my feet hit the ground, my head spins, the edges of my vision blurring. I brace one of my palms on the saddle, blinking hard as I wait for the head rush to clear.

I thought I ate enough to feel better, but my whole body is begging me to curl up on the ground and close my eyes.

“Hey.”

I look over my shoulder and find Tess has already dismounted and walked up beside me with Nana in tow.

“You need to sit down.”

She keeps her voice low enough that none of the guests will hear, but her forehead is furrowed with a stern, silent warning that she’ll argue louder if I don’t agree.

I glance at the riders, who are all craning their necks to watch the sun sink towards the horizon.

I’ll have to move fast if I don’t want them to miss the sunset.

I don’t know if I can move fast.

“Okay.” I reach to grab Nana’s reins from Tess. “I’ll tie these two up, and then I’ll sit down for a minute. You’re okay to get the rest done? The lead ropes are in my saddlebags. To make a quick release knot, you just have to⁠—”

“Jacinthe, I am a farrier, you know,” Tess says with a grin that’s somewhere between amused and exasperated. “I can hitch a horse to a post.”

My face gets hot. Of course she knows how to do that.

“Right. Yeah. Okay.”

I keep my ears trained to Tess’s instructions as she walks all the riders through how to get down one by one. She’s patient and thorough, using the same steadying voice she’s been bossing me around with all night.

Once the horses are secured, the guests head over to start snapping photos by the edge of the ridge.

Ridge is an overstatement; it’s more like a gentle slope, but the rocky terrain means there’s a spectacular view of the Laurentians. The sun is a blazing ruby semi-circle still hovering just above the peaks of the mountains. Pink rays streak the sky and turn the autumn leaves into brilliant jewel tones so vibrant it almost hurts to look at them.

“That’s really something, isn’t it?” Tess says.

I’m sitting on a boulder taking sips from my water bottle. I stare at the back of her head as she takes in the view. She’s wearing one of the derpy-looking fluorescent helmets for the guests, since her own riding helmet is still buried in one of her moving boxes.

“I’ll have to get Shel out here,” she adds.

I told Tess her daughter should come along tonight, but Shel turned down the invitation to do some reading instead. My mom is keeping an eye on her.

“Any time,” I tell Tess.

She’s still watching the horizon.

“The sky isn’t like this back where I grew up,” she says. “I know that sounds crazy, but it’s true. I noticed it right away when Shel and I came out here to visit in the summer. It feels…bigger, but also closer, like all that space is just waiting for me to grab it. Out here, I feel like I could reach up and touch the sky.”

She rises onto her tiptoes, stretching her fingertips up as high as she can.

When she turns to face me, the glow of the sunset illuminates her profile in shimmering gold.

My breath catches.

She shouldn’t be able to look that good with a neon orange helmet plastering her hair to her forehead.

She laughs to herself and shakes her head. “I’m not making any sense, am I?”

She walks over to claim a spot beside me on the rock. I’m still too stunned by the sight of her sun-kissed face to speak.

“How you feeling?” she asks once she’s settled next to me.

“Better,” I answer. It’s easier to talk about something practical. “Sitting helped. I just really need a good night’s sleep. That’s all. Thanks for helping with the horses.”

“You should let me help more.”

There’s a threatening note to her voice that makes me laugh.

“You’re bossy tonight, hein?”

She glares. “I’m serious. Let me take on some of the barn chores. You and your mom are already going above and beyond for us. It’s the least I could do.”

I stare into the sunset instead of answering. All that’s left is a glinting sliver of fiery light sitting like a tiara on the crest of the mountain. The tourists were laughing and posing for photos a few seconds ago, but now they’ve all fallen into a hush, eyes trained on the horizon like they’re listening to a sermon at church.

The sun sinks faster and faster towards the blink-and-you’ll-miss-it-moment when it disappears behind the trees, leaving nothing but a candy pink sky in its wake.

The tourists cheer.

“Okay,” I tell Tess.

She turns her head to look at me, and my breath catches.

The sun might be gone, but she’s still glowing.

I tell myself it’s just the helmet. Neon has that effect on people.

“Really?” she asks.

I shrug, looking down at where I’m squeezing my hands in my lap.

“If you’re already going to be up early in the mornings anyway, then sure. Doing the morning feed and putting the horses out goes way faster with two people.”

I should be saying no. It’s not her job, and I don’t even know if she’ll be around every morning anyway, but I also can’t stay this tired.

I’m sleepy enough that I’m at risk of doing something truly stupid, and stupid on a farm is dangerous. One forgotten buckle or latch can be the difference between life and death—for humans and for horses. I’m not willing to risk either.

If I have help in the mornings, I can get an extra half hour of sleep. It’s not much, but it could help me last until at least after dinner before I start crashing out.

“You don’t have to, though,” I add. “Like, I don’t want you to think that just because you rent the back from us, you have to do everything we ask. I⁠—”

“You didn’t.”

I pause with my mouth still hanging open. Tess’s lips twitch into a smile.

“You didn’t ask me,” she continues. “I offered. I’m happy to do it.”
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Tess doesn’t ask if she can help with the horses once we’re back at the barn. After we’ve seen the guests off, she heads for the hitching rail and starts untacking without a word. I figure we’re only going to get in an argument if I tell her to leave it to me, so I settle in to work beside her, the two of us making our way through the line of horses just like we did the day she moved in.

“I feel bad for leaving Shel all alone tonight,” she says while unbuckling Nana’s bridle.

“She seems like she loves to read. She probably had the time of her life tonight,” I say. “The place to herself, a good book, no maudit questions from Mom…”

I pause in the middle of undoing a girth, waiting for Tess to react. My stomach flips as I wonder if I took the joke too far.

The air whooshes out of my lungs when I hear a faint chuckle from around Nana’s other side.

“You’re probably right,” Tess says. “I always get a little clingy just before she has a visit with her dad. He’s got her for Thanksgiving this year.”

My chest seizes up, a squeezing feeling contracting my ribs.

“Oh, so Duke is coming here?” I ask.

“Huh?” Tess squawks, like she’s got no idea what I’m talking about.

“You know,” I urge. “Her dad. Is he coming here to get her, or are you taking her to him?”

Tess steps in front of the hitching rail so she can look at me. She’s silhouetted by one of the flood lights above the barn door, a gleaming silver outline framing her head.

“Did you just call him Duke?” she demands.

“Uh…yeah.” I squint at her. “That is his name, right? Or is it like, King? It’s something like that, right?”

A snort bursts past her lips. She presses a fist to her mouth, her shoulders shaking.

“Voyons!” I whine. “Don’t laugh at me. Just tell me what it is. I remember it was pretentious. It’s not Prince, is it?”

She snorts again, her cheeks ballooning out as her hand muffles the sound.

She looks like a chipmunk. It’s actually pretty cute.

“Help me out here, man. My guesses are just getting worse.” I give up on brushing the horse I’m working on and lean against the rail to face Tess instead. “Is it Captain? Mayor? M’lord of the English Manor?”

She gives in and drops her hand so she can clutch her stomach while letting out a belly laugh that echoes through the yard.

I try to look offended, but I end up laughing too.

“No,” she says between hiccups, “but you were pretty close with that last one.”

I tilt my head and give her an expectant look.

“Fine,” she says. “His name is Baron.”

Now it’s my turn to snort.

“Ben là,” I drawl, shaking my head “No. Really? I don’t remember it being that bad.”

“Sorry to say, but that really is his name.”

I make a tsk sound and go back to my grooming.

“Well, you boned the dude, not me.”

Tess lets out a bark of shocked laughter this time. “Has anyone ever told you you’re a real smart ass?”

I pretend to flip some invisible long hair over my shoulder. “All the time, chérie.”

I don’t think I’ve called her chérie before. It was a joke, but I still have to turn my face away when my cheeks start to burn.

Tess gets back to her tasks, moving on to the horse next to mine.

“Well, to answer your question from before you started berating my life choices,” she says, “no. Baron is not coming here. We’re meeting halfway to his parents’ place in Peterborough. Thankfully, they’ve got their heads screwed on a bit more than he does, so Shel can at least count on Thanksgiving happening.”

The bitterness in her voice makes me want to drag this dude into the barnyard and sic Joaquin on him.

“Does he bail on her a lot?” I ask.

“He’s only completely missed a visit a couple times,” she answers. “My parents and I chewed him out enough that he hasn’t done it in years, but the visits themselves are usually a let-down for Shel. He just promises so much more than he can deliver.”

“I get that,” I blurt before I can stop myself.

I don’t know what’s gotten into me. I can’t remember the last time I mentioned my father to even Natalie or Maddie, but Tess seems to break through the fence around him in my mind without even trying.

“I wish I got it,” she says in a dull voice. “It never even entered my mind as a child that my parents could not be together. They’ve always had a very solid marriage, and as much as Baron frustrates me, I don’t know what it’s like to deal with that from your dad.”

She stops moving. I can see the shadow of her legs under the horses.

“Sometimes I have no idea what to say to her,” she mumbles, just loud enough for me to hear

I go still too.

“You don’t have to say the exact right thing every single time,” I tell her. “You just have to be there for her. Be the one thing she can always count on. That’s what matters, and if you ask me, you’re doing a damn good job.”

She stays silent, and I can’t help adding, “I would know.”

When she speaks again, her throat sounds raw.

“Thank you. That…that means a lot.”

She clears her throat, and we focus on our work for the next few minutes. We take turns lugging saddles into the tack room before we begin leading the horses to their stalls.

“So, what are you doing for Thanksgiving?” I ask while we’re both untying leads. “Are you going back to your parents’ place?”

She shakes her head. “I thought about it, but they’re still busy with their whole downsizing the house thing, and as much as they’d love to see me, I don’t want to put them through the stress of hosting a holiday. I decided to just book a few clients on and use the long weekend as a chance to get some extra hours in.”

I make a face. “Well, that’s not very exciting.”

She chuckles. “No. No, I guess it’s not.”

“You should at least come to the Balsam Inn dinner,” I tell her.

We’re both lingering at the hitching rail. There are only two horses left to return to the barn.

“There’s a dinner?” she asks.

“Yeah, on the Sunday. We’re planning on a big outdoor meal. Bonfire. Beer. The works, you know?”

She grins. “That sounds really lovely.”

“Well, that’s that, là.” I clap my hands together. “You are invited, and you can’t say no.”

She brushes her hair out of her eyes. “Okay. That’s that.”

I stare at her forehead, and I wonder what it would feel like to do that myself: brush her hair out of her eyes for her.

I wonder what it would feel like to run my finger along her jaw.

Then I shake my head and turn to start untying the final lead ropes, bringing this evening with Tess to an end.


Chapter 12


Jacinthe



“Câlice de criss! Are you trying to kidnap me or something?”

Maddie’s fingertips dig into my arm as she drags me down the hall at Balsam Inn. She pounced on me like a ninja the second I walked in the front door.

“Yeah, basically,” she says in a cheerful voice.

“I know how to walk,” I remind her. “You don’t have to pull me around like that.”

“I have to make sure you don’t escape,” she tells me, chipper as ever.

I’m about to ask what the hell I’d be trying to escape from when we turn the corner into the kitchen. Natalie is standing beside the island, gripping the back of a chair that’s clearly meant for me.

Before I can start yelling for help, the door to the backyard opens, and our cook, Carolyne, comes inside with a dish towel slung over the shoulder of her Harley Davidson t-shirt and a bandana tying back her bleach blonde hair. A faint smell of cigarette smoke slips inside the kitchen along with her.

“Ça va, les filles?” she asks in her raspy voice.

She’s somewhere in her fifties and looks more like she should be working at a biker bar than a cozy countryside B&B. You’d never guess she makes all the guests’ pancakes into cute little animal shapes and always shows up with hand-picked wildflowers to decorate the breakfast trays.

“Oh, sorry, Carolyne,” Natalie says in French. “I thought you were already gone for the day.”

Carolyne mimes waving a cigarette around. “Just having my last ciggie before I hit the road. Can I help you with anything?”

“No, no,” Natalie assures her. “We just needed somewhere to have a quick chat all together.”

Nothing good has ever come of anyone saying, ‘Let’s have a quick chat.’

I try to take a step back towards the hallway, but Maddie tightens her grip on my arm.

“Carolyne,” I whisper, “help. They’re gonna murder me.”

Carolyne chuckles and rolls her eyes. She’s known us since we were kids, so she also knows not to take me too seriously, which is really biting me in the ass now that I’m a real-life hostage.

“Have fun, girls,” she says. She flings her dish towel into a bin for laundry and then grabs her bag off a row of hooks on the wall. “See you tomorrow!”

As soon as she’s gone, Natalie taps the back of the chair.

“Sit.”

I don’t have a choice. Maddie nudges me forwards, and the two of them stare me down like prison guards until I plonk my ass in the seat.

Natalie strides over to the other side of the island and rests her elbows on the shiny linoleum.

“So,” she says, folding her hands together, “I’m sure you can guess what this is.”

I raise an eyebrow and look back and forth between the two of them. Maddie is leaning against the counter with her arms crossed over her fancy receptionist sweater dress.

“Uh, no,” I answer. “I have no idea what the hell this is.”

“It’s an intervention,” Maddie announces.

I blink, waiting for one of them to admit they’re pranking me, but they stay silent.

“What the hell do you think I need an intervention for?” I demand. “Do you think I even have time to drink or do drugs?”

I crack up as I imagine myself trying to fit in a doobie after work. These days, I can barely fit in dinner before I collapse on my bed.

“That’s the whole point,” Maddie says.

I squint at her. “You want me to do drugs?”

“No, we don’t want you to do drugs,” Natalie says with a sigh, like she’s explaining this to a kindergartner with particularly bad listening skills. “We’re concerned about your current lifestyle.”

“Oh.” I smirk and drop my voice to a stage whisper. “Did you guys find out I’m gay?”

I thought that one at least deserved a laugh, but they act like they didn’t even hear me.

“I mean,” Natalie plows on, “we’re concerned with how hard you’re working yourself, here and at the farm. You’re exhausted. Ever since we opened the inn, you’ve been piling on more and more tasks, and it’s not healthy. You were already overwhelmed before the inn, and⁠—”

“I’m not overwhelmed,” I cut in. “We have a new business. We all knew it was going to be crazy for a while. It’s only been a few weeks. It takes time to get things running smoothly.”

The collar of my shirt feels tight, and my skin is prickling with heat.

They know this. They have no right to act like I’m being stupid or unreasonable when we all agreed opening an inn would be like this.

“Besides,” I add, “I’m not the only one working long hours. You’re both here all day every day too. Maddie even quit her internship at the bank for this. I⁠—”

“Exactly,” Maddie interrupts, pushing off the counter so she can glower at me from across the island like Natalie. “I said no to a commitment that wasn’t going to work for me. Maybe you need to start doing the same.”

My jaw drops so fast I’m surprised it doesn’t snap.

“What would I say no to?” I demand. “Am I supposed to tell the horses I’ll only be keeping them alive five days a week instead of seven? Am I supposed to tell Maman she has to get herself home from her doctor’s appointments, even when her legs are hurting too much to drive?”

They have the decency to look a little uncomfortable now. Maddie drops her gaze to the top of the island, and Natalie shifts her weight from foot to foot while tugging on her sleeves.

“This is my life, okay? This is just how it’s got to be.”

Natalie presses her lips together in a tight line, her forehead wrinkling with an expression it takes me a moment to recognize.

Pain.

She really is cut up about this. They both are. The intervention might have felt ridiculous and reality TV-inspired at first, but now I realize they wouldn’t do something like this if they hadn’t been worried for a long time.

“I get that, okay?” Natalie says. I can hear the strain in her voice now. “You have more on your plate. You’ve had more on your plate than both of us, ever since…”

She doesn’t say it out loud, but she doesn’t have to. We’re all thinking the same thing, even if after all these years, the two of them have followed my lead in never mentioning him either.

I’ve had more on my plate since my dad left.

“But I’m not just going to sit here and watch my best friend run herself into the ground. You need help, Jass. You need to let people help you.”

I wince at how much she sounds like all the friends and relatives who’ve told me the exact same thing. That’s what they all said after my dad left for good and Maman turned into a ghost for the better part of a year, wandering around the house without really seeing anything in front of her.

Everyone was wrong, though. We didn’t need help. We didn’t need more people making promises they wouldn’t keep.

We needed to handle it ourselves, and we did.

I roll my shoulders back, shaking off the memories, and focus on reassuring Natalie instead.

“I told you, things will calm down in a few months. I⁠—”

“You’re not going to last a few months!”

Her shout echoes through the kitchen. I jolt with shock, my spine knocking against the wooden back of the chair. Even Maddie jerks away in alarm.

“If you keep going like this,” Natalie says, her voice cracking, “you’re going to get sick or hurt or run your fucking truck off the road.”

Her eyes are haunted, like she’s already at the scene of the accident in her mind.

I jump to my feet and pull her into a hug. She stays stiff in my arms, but at least she doesn’t push me away.

“I know you are worried,” I say, holding her tighter even though her poofy hair is practically suffocating me now. “And I appreciate that.”

I take a deep breath as I prepare to do something I might regret.

These past few weeks, Maddie and Natalie haven’t even been able to hear Tess’s name without wagging their eyebrows at me or asking how my ‘crush’ is doing. It’s gotten to the point that I’ve just stopped mentioning her at all.

I’d rather stick with that plan, but if I want to avoid sending Natalie into a nervous breakdown, it seems like I don’t have a choice.

“Just so you know, I do have help now.”

Natalie breaks out of my grasp, and I let my arms drop back to my sides.

“Huh?” she says, a flicker of hope in her eyes, like I’ve just announced I’m doing some experimental treatment for a rare disease.

I guess the disease would be my personality.

“You do?” she urges. “Who?”

I chew on my lip for a moment and then dive straight into the deep end.

“Tess is helping me at the farm.”

Maddie scoots in closer. “She is?”

My shoulders tense as I brace for some dumb question like when Tess and I are planning on getting married.

“Yeah, she helps with the morning barn chores,” I say through a clenched jaw. “It’s helping me get more sleep. She does a lot, to be honest. She even picked Maman up from an appointment when I got tied up here the other day.”

The two of them are staring at me like I just dropped a bomb in the middle of the kitchen floor.

“I mean, we’re not making her our servant,” I explain, since it does sound kind of bad when I say it all out loud. “We do stuff for her too. Maman keeps an eye on Shel when Tess has to work late, and we let them use the horses whenever they want. It’s… nice to have them around. Both of them. Things have gotten a lot better since they moved in.”

There’s no way they’re not going to have a maudit field day with all that information. I’ll be hearing about it for the rest of the month.

Natalie takes a step back, propping her hip against the counter. She smoothes a few stray hairs off her forehead while a slow grin spreads over her face. My muscles clench even tighter as I brace for a punch line, but there’s nothing mocking or smug about her expression.

She sighs, and I realize what the smile is: relief.

“I had no idea they were such a big part of your life now,” she says. “That’s great news. That sounds really good for all of you.”

Maddie gives my shoulder a nudge. “I agree. You know, you could have made this a much shorter intervention if you’d just said that in the first place.”

I scowl. “Well, that’s because you both keep making fun of me for having a crush on Tess.”

Maddie starts to open her mouth, but I hold up a finger to silence her.

“Which I do not,” I add, giving the island a smack for emphasis. “Maybe I would tell you more about it if you laid off, hein?”

I whirl around to give Natalie some stink eye too. The grin slips off her face.

“We will lay off,” Maddie tells me. “I’m sorry we took the jokes too far.”

“I’m sorry too. We were out of line,” Natalie says. “I don’t want you to feel like you can’t talk to us.”

She starts to lift her arms out towards me but then glues them back to her sides, like she’s not sure I’ll want a hug.

I throw myself at her anyway.

“Ça va, ҫa va. I accept your apology.” I squeeze my arms around her and pat her on the back just a little too hard, since she did kidnap me and all. “As long as you don’t make me sit in the Chair of Shame again.”

They agree, and we move onto discussing some of the preparations for our big Thanksgiving meal at the inn, since we’re all gathered here now anyway.

“Should we review the guest list?” Maddie asks. She’s pulled out the tablet we use for coordinating most of the tasks that keep the inn running and is typing away at one of her many spreadsheets.

I was planning on sneaking Tess in as one of the many party crashers I’m sure will show up this weekend, but now that I’ve made peace with my friends, I should probably make sure Tess will actually have a place to sit.

“Well, since I know you won’t make fun of me now, I will tell you that Tess is coming.”

Maddie looks up from the screen.

“Oh, she’s not taking Shel back home for the long weekend?” Natalie asks. “I just assumed they wouldn’t be here.”

“Shel will be with her dad, so I thought Tess might want to come, and she does.”

I feel the tension creeping back into my shoulders as I wait to see if our truce will last, but Natalie just gives me that same relieved smile from before.

“That’s great! I’m excited to have her here.”

“Yeah. Me too. I’d love to get to know her better,” Maddie says, her fingers already click-clacking across the screen again.

I let myself breathe again while Maddie rattles off a few more check-list items for the weekend. I should be paying attention, but instead, my mind is already zooming ahead to Thanksgiving.

I wonder if Tess and I will sit next to each other. I wonder what she’ll think of her first holiday in La Cloche.

I wonder what she’ll be wearing.

My stomach does a weird flip, and I decide it’s just because I had too much coffee this morning.

It definitely has nothing to do with Tess.


Chapter 13


Tess



Iprop my phone up on the kitchen counter and take a couple steps back so my mom can get her requested full-length view of my outfit.

“Well, don’t you look dapper!” she gushes, surveying me on the video call screen.

I flick some lint off my black jeans and straighten the lapels of the brown houndstooth blazer I completely forgot I owned until pulling it out of a moving box last week.

“You think so?” I ask. “I went with jeans because I didn’t want to look too fancy. It’s not supposed to be super formal. Is it weird, though? Should I try slacks?”

Mom shakes her head. “It’s perfect, honey. You’re going to have all the Québécois girls falling at your feet tonight.”

I laugh, but I still feel a flush burning my cheeks as I grab my phone and sit back down at the table.

“Come on, Mom. You know I don’t date anymore.”

I expect her to make another joke or move the conversation along, but instead, she draws in a sharp breath and then presses her lips together, like she’s sealing up whatever she wants to say.

I tilt my head. “What is it?”

“It’s nothing.”

She wraps her hands around her mug of mint hot chocolate. We decided to make our traditional drink before having a quick pre-dinner chat today. I watch her take a sip and then swallow.

“Well, it’s not my place to say,” she adds.

I huff a laugh. “Way to be cryptic. Come on. You have to say it now.”

I’m keeping my tone light, but there’s a prickle of apprehension skittering along my skin.

“I just don’t want to see you missing out on anything life has to offer you.”

The prickle turns into fiery jolts that make me grimace and ball my hands into fists in my lap.

“I’m not missing out on anything,” I say in a low, rumbling voice. “Shel is my life. I don’t need a relationship to be happy. I am happy.”

I’ve spent a whole decade trying to explain that to friends, dates, and even random strangers who think they deserve an opinion on my life.

I didn’t miss out on the fun of my twenties because I chose to have Shel. My twenties were fun because of Shel. She makes me laugh like no one else, and even on the tough days, just looking at her fills me with more love than I knew a person could feel.

I thought my mother understood that.

I open my mouth to speak, but I can’t find any words. My chest aches. I press a hand to my sternum.

Mom’s eyes flare wide with alarm.

“Oh, honey, that’s not what I meant at all. I know that. Of course I know that.”

I quit straining my fists, relief loosening the tension in my arms when I hear how sincere she sounds.

“It’s a perfectly valid choice not to date again until Shel is older,” she says. “I know you have your reasons. I guess I’m just worried about you settling into your new life okay. It’s hard when you’re so far away. I’m sorry.”

I release a heavy exhale and shake my head.

“No, I’m sorry. I know you’d never think Shel is holding me back. I just really hate the idea that she could ever end up thinking that about herself.”

That’s what this whole move is supposed to help with. Shel deserves a life where she’s not just the daughter of the twenty-two year-old who had ‘so much going for her before the baby.’ She deserves more than pitying glances from friends and neighbours who watched all my plans change.

She deserves a place where she fits, right from the start.

“She won’t think that.”

There’s a firm determination in my mom’s voice now.

“That girl is so loved and wanted, and she knows it. You’ve done a great job at that, sweetie.”

The corners of my eyes start to burn.

“I hope so,” I murmur. “I really miss her. I know it’s only a long weekend, but it feels like she’s been gone for months already. Like, it physically hurts. Isn’t that crazy? After ten years, I still feel this ache, like she’s my baby and I just have to hold her right now.”

Mom gives me a soft smile.

“I know the feeling, even after thirty-two years. It doesn’t ever go away.”

“I miss you too, Mom,” I say around the lump in my throat.

“I miss you every day, Tess.” She sniffs, and I can see her eyes are getting shiny too. “But I know you’re doing the right thing for your own family. You have to trust that.”

I reach for my mug and distract myself with a few sips before I can start crying for real. There’s no way I’m showing up to dinner with my eyes all puffy.

Mom takes a hot chocolate break too, and after a couple minutes, I no longer feel like the waterworks are going to switch on at any second.

“Oh, I wish I was there,” Mom says after setting her mug back down. “It sounds like it’s going to be a really fun Thanksgiving.”

I bob my head. “Yeah, I’m looking forward to it.”

It hits me then that I have no idea how long we’ve been on the call for. I tap my screen to bring up the clock in the corner.

“Actually, I’m supposed to drive over there with Gabrielle in about ten minutes.”

“Don’t let me keep you, then.” She waves like she’s shooing me out the door to go play with friends. “Go have fun. Take lots of pictures for me, okay? I want to see all the decorations.”

“I will. I love you.”

She puckers her lips and blows a kiss at the screen.

“Love you too, my baby!”

We hang up, and the silence of the house falls over me like a shroud. Shel has only been away for two nights, and the quiet is already making my skin crawl.

I give my outfit a final once-over and smooth down my hair before locking up the back and strolling around to the front of the house. I’m just in time to catch Gabrielle stepping out onto the porch.

She’s wearing an old puffer coat over a long burgundy dress with a beaded hem, and she’s got some beaten-up tennis shoes on her feet.

If there’s one thing I’ve learned about the people of La Cloche, it’s that no matter how artistic the town’s reputation might be, good old-fashioned practicality will always win out over fashion.

I walk over to the porch with my hands shoved in the pockets of my blazer.

“Heard you might need a ride, Madame Gauthier.”

She spins around and grins at me. She’s got two sparkly, bow-shaped clips holding her hair back that make her look absolutely adorable.

“Ah, très jolie!” she says, motioning at my outfit. “You look very nice.”

“So do you. How you feeling today?”

She pats the sides of her thighs. “It’s a good day. I didn’t even have to take any painkillers.”

“I’m glad to hear that,” I say, beaming at her.

She had a bad streak last week. I didn’t even see her for a couple days in a row. During our morning barn chores, Jacinthe told me Gabrielle had barely gotten out of bed, but just when we were wondering if we should call in a doctor, the pain began easing off.

I had no idea how unpredictable of a disease MS could be, but Gabrielle seems to take it all in stride.

“Should we take my truck?” I ask her.

She agrees, and we pile in to make the short drive over to Balsam Inn. The parking situation is nothing compared to the open house, but we still end up having to walk from down at the end of the street.

“So, who exactly is coming to this?” I ask Gabrielle as we get closer and closer to the sound of chattering voices. “Is it mostly just family, or will there be lots of people from around town?”

Gabrielle chuckles. “There would be lots of people from around town no matter what, ma belle. There is no such thing as a private party in La Cloche.”

I laugh too. “You know, now that you say that, I totally get it.”

I still have a freezer full of casseroles to prove the people of La Cloche will turn out en masse for pretty much any occasion.

“Ah, they have music!” Gabrielle grins as the hum of a few guitar notes reaches us. “I hope it is not my nephew Luc playing. You can never tell anyone I said this, but he is not very good.”

She drops her voice to a whisper and looks guilty enough that I have to stifle a laugh.

“Your secret is safe with me,” I assure her. “I’ll make a note not to ask Luc for lessons. I’m still on the lookout for a teacher for Shel.”

“Ah, Shel wants guitar lessons? You should ask Jacinthe to show her a few things.”

I stumble to a halt.

“Jacinthe knows how to play guitar?”

She’s seen Shel practicing dozens of times, and she’s never even mentioned it. Not that I’d actually ask her for lessons when she’s already doing so much for us, but the fact that she plays at all seems like a natural thing to bring up.

Then again, I can’t picture it. There’s something about the way Jacinthe is always storming around like a pint-sized hurricane with a foul mouth that doesn’t exactly scream sensitive musician.

Gabrielle gives me a wry grin, like she’s aware of the inconsistency.

“She will be mad I told you, but yes, she does. She learned it to impress a girl in high school.”

She presses a hand to her mouth to suppress a giggle, and I crack up too as I imagine an angsty teenage Jacinthe hunched over an acoustic guitar, swearing at the strings and plotting some awkward adolescent courting ritual.

It’s actually a pretty cute mental image, and my chest twinges with something like tenderness when I think about the fact that even in our completely separate lives in different parts of the country, we both grew up taking the same fledgling steps into our queerness.

Although I never went so far as to learn the guitar just to woo a crush.

“She still plays a little,” Gabrielle says as we approach the driveway. “Well, en fait, I can’t remember the last time she had her guitar out, but I’m sure she could give Shel some tips.”

“Oh, I couldn’t ask that,” I tell her. “You two are already doing way more for us than you need to. I’ve been meaning to say, if you ever want me to pay you for the times you’ve kept an eye on Shel when I’m running late at wo⁠—”

Now it’s Gabrielle’s turn to grind to a halt. She holds a hand up to silence me.

“Pas du tout,” she says sternly, sounding exactly like her daughter. “Ça suffit, ma belle. Do not speak of it. I’m happy to watch her as much as you like. She’s a sweetheart. You know, I’ve learned more interesting things about animals from her in a few weeks than I did in all of sécondaire.”

I have to laugh at that. Shel could probably already pass a high school ecology test.

The sound of a car door slamming makes us both turn. There’s a woman peering over at us from the top of the driveway, her arms loaded with a few plastic grocery bags.

“Ma tante, c’est toi?” she calls.

That’s when I recognize her as Jacinthe’s cousin Maddie. We’ve met a couple times at the farm and around town, but I haven’t seen her all dressed up since the grand opening here at the inn. She’s wearing a floor-length black dress with a long, knitted blue cardigan on top that somehow looks chic instead of frumpy.

“Ouais, chérie!” Gabrielle answers. “We’re coming.”

Maddie is shifting the bags around on her arms when we reach her.

“I had some extra bread rolls and things waiting in the car in case we needed them,” she explains, “which of course we do, since there are already at least ten people here who weren’t on the guest list.”

Gabrielle gives me a ‘told you so’ wink.

I insist on helping Maddie with some of the bags. She slides a couple of them onto my arms and then leads the way up to the porch. Warm light spills through the windows onto the array of wicker couches and chairs stuffed with pillows. The sound of the crowd is coming from around the back of the property, which must be where the party is happening. The inn itself is nearly empty when we step inside.

There’s a distant racket of clanking dishes, simmering pots, and frantic voices in the kitchen, which is where Maddie takes us to drop off the bags.

Gabrielle told me most of the food is being handled by a catering company all the families pitched in to cover. That hasn’t stopped the kitchen from turning into chaos, though. Caterers are rushing around to get things heated up and plated, barking orders at each other as they careen around the island like too many hamsters piled into a wheel.

Natalie bursts through the back door while we’re still hovering on the threshold. Her thick, curly hair is doing its best to escape from a slicked back ponytail, and her face is bright pink and shiny, like she’s been sprinting laps in the backyard.

Her eyes lock on us with the desperation of a drowning woman.

“Bread rolls?” she calls across the kitchen.

Maddie holds up one of her bags. “Lots!”

“Oh, thank god.”

She swoops over, somehow avoiding any collisions with the caterers, and scoops the plastic bags out of my arms.

“Oh, hi Tess,” she says once she’s already turned away to settle the load on the counter. “Hi, Gabrielle. Sorry about all this. We blew a fuse on one of the ovens, and also a table caught on fire outside, so it’s been, um, an eventful start.”

“A table caught fire?” Maddie barks.

“Just a little,” Natalie says. “One of your cousins is already like three beers deep and knocked a candle over. Just a minor scorch to the tablecloth, but I’ve been running around replacing all the real candles with those battery-operated ones from the storage closet. I don’t know why we ever thought our relatives could handle alcohol and fire.”

She lets out a tittering laugh that’s verging on hysterical.

“Is there anything we can do?” I ask.

Natalie waves me off. “No, not at all. You’re a guest. Jacinthe is out back supervising the cousins now. You two should go say hi.”

With a lot of cautious maneuvering and only twice getting rammed by caterers, Gabrielle and I make it to the back door. I step out onto the deck, and at first, all I can register is the shock of the chilly October air after the boiling heat of the kitchen.

Then I gasp.

I’ve stepped inside a fairytale.


Chapter 14


Tess



Two long tables draped in white linen fill the center of the yard, the cloths fluttering in the slight evening breeze. The gleaming silverware matches the glinting silver candlesticks arranged in clusters along the crimson table runners. Matching red napkins are sitting folded on each plate, along with what looks like pressed autumn leaves serving as place cards, with everyone’s names scrawled on them in looping silver letters. The artificial candles flicker, reflecting in all the metal and making the whole scene glimmer.

There’s a man perched on a stool under one of the trees, strumming an acoustic guitar with chords melodious enough to convince me he’s not the dreaded nephew Luc. The music seems to glide through the yard like a gentle current, turning everything soft and blurred. The profusion of fairy lights strung along various bushes and branches adds to the effect. The air is filled with the rich, earthy scent of falling leaves.

A few dozen people are milling around, most of them clutching beer bottles or wine glasses as they stand chatting in groups. A band of kids are poking around in the bulrushes lining the pond, squealing and giggling while they take turns dunking some sticks into the muck.

I feel like I’m in a scene from whatever the autumnal equivalent of A Midsummer Night’s Dream is. I’m only a few feet away from the stifling bustle of the kitchen, but a dreamy calm has already fallen over me. The only thing disrupting my wonder is the ache of realizing how much I wish Shel was here.

“Maman! Tess! Salut!”

I whip my head around and spot Jacinthe emerging from where I must have missed her in one of the bigger groups of guests.

As soon as we lay eyes on each other, I feel my jaw drop.

Jacinthe stumbles to a halt a few feet away from us, her eyes flaring wide with disbelief.

Gabrielle bursts out laughing.

“Les filles, what is this?” she demands, looking back and forth between the two of us.

We’re wearing the exact same outfit.

There are some slight variations in colour and cut, but other than that, we’re a mirror image: dark leather dress shoes, black jeans, pressed button-downs, and brown houndstooth blazers.

“Did you…copy me?” I ask.

Her eyes narrow. She plants her hands on her hips.

“Did you copy me?”

Gabrielle continues to titter with laughter. “Mon dieu. This is something else.”

The door swings open behind us. Maddie and Natalie clamber out onto the deck.

They pause to take in the scene in front of them: Jacinthe still down on the lawn, standing in a face-off pose like a football player waiting to charge.

“Are you…matching?” Maddie asks.

“She copied me,” Jacinthe says, jerking her chin up at me.

“Hey, now! I didn’t even remember I owned this blazer until, like, yesterday,” I announce, “and I haven’t seen you all day.”

Natalie steps down off the porch so she can size us both up.

“Oh my god,” she says. “You two seriously wore the same outfit by accident. Brooke has to see this.”

She dashes into the crowd and returns a moment later with her girlfriend in tow.

“See!” she cries, pointing a finger at me and Jacinthe in turn. “They’re twinning!”

Brooke lets out a shocked laugh. “Wow, you weren’t joking. Huh. You two must be really in sync or something.”

Natalie slings an arm around Brooke’s shoulders. “Kind of like us.”

They’re both in blue tonight: Brooke in a navy cowl neck dress that makes her blonde hair look extra bright, while Natalie wears a sky blue collared shirt under a wool sweater, with some navy slacks that are the exact same shade as Brooke’s dress.

“We didn’t plan this either,” Brooke says.

The back of my neck heats at the insinuation that Jacinthe and I have a psychic connection, but I’m saved from having to say anything about it. Natalie gets the bright idea to have me and Jacinthe mirror each other’s movements to ‘see if anyone can tell us apart.’

We get a few laughs out of some other guests nearby as we wave our arms around in tandem. Then Maddie announces they’d better start getting everyone seated.

I find my place card—or rather, place leaf—across the table from the leaf with Jacinthe’s name. We’re a couple seats down from the head of one of the tables. I glance around at the other names and realize I’ve been placed right in the heart of the Balsam Inn owners’ circle with Maddie, Natalie, Brooke, and Gabrielle.

I figured I’d get a gap filler place since I’m here alone. There’s a strange tightness in my chest as I pull my chair out to sit among the most important people in Jacinthe’s life.

I do my best to shove the feeling aside. I’m just being dramatic. They must have put me here because I don’t know anybody else very well yet.

Jacinthe, Maddie, and Natalie are all busy running around getting the meal started, but as the spots fill up, I’m joined by Natalie’s parents as well as her brother.

I watch him chat with Brooke out of the corner of my eye. They’re polite with each other, even sharing a couple casual jokes. If I didn’t have the dramatic back-story from Jacinthe, I’d never guess they were engaged a decade ago.

The emergency bread rolls I carried inside are being passed around in baskets by the time Jacinthe and her friends finally take their seats.

“There are no speeches,” Natalie assures us as we all hesitate to start eating. “We’re not that classy. Everybody, please, eat.”

I look around and realize both tables are in need of some direction. Before anyone can take a gentler approach, Jacinthe climbs up to stand on the seat of her chair.

“Jacinthe!” Gabrielle hisses, tugging on the hem of her blazer.

Jacinthe doesn’t heed the order to stop. Instead, she cups her hands around her mouth and bellows in French loud enough for the whole yard—and possibly the whole town—to hear.

“We’re here! We’re thankful! Now, let’s eat!”

That seems to do the trick. There’s a clatter of silverware as people begin digging into the pumpkin soup that’s joined the bread rolls as a first course.

Gabrielle hangs her head in shame over Jacinthe’s antics, but I give her an approving nod as she sits back down.

“Short and sweet,” I say. “I like it.”

Brooke gives Natalie a nudge with her elbow. “See! They are in sync.”

Jacinthe locks eyes with me, and even though I can feel the weight of everyone else watching us, I can’t make myself break her stare.

“Maybe that’s what happens when you live on the same farm,” I suggest.

Jacinthe nods like I’ve made a grand realization. “I bet Joaquin has us brainwashed.”

The rest of dinner goes down without a hitch. Much beer is consumed, but there are no additional fires. The main course is a typical spread of golden turkey, mashed root vegetables, and crispy stuffing, all of it served with pitchers of mouth-watering gravy and a thick cranberry sauce that’s the perfect blend of tart and sweet.

By the time dessert rolls out, I’m convinced I won’t be able to fit in another bite, but I somehow manage slices of both the apple pie and the pumpkin pie, with a side of whipped cream.

“You will have to roll me home,” Jacinthe announces, dropping her fork on her empty dessert plate and then leaning back in her chair to pat her stomach. “I do not think I can walk.”

“I am definitely in sync with you on that,” I tell her.

Maddie reaches over to clap her hand on Jacinthe’s shoulder. “Too bad, cuz. It’s your job to light the bonfire.”

“Sending me away from my own table,” she groans, pressing the back of her hand to her forehead in a pantomime of betrayal. “All alone. Out into the cold dark night.”

“Take your doppelganger with you,” Natalie offers, nodding at me.

I follow Jacinthe over to the fire pit, which is around the far side of the inn, out of flammable distance from the towering balsam firs that flank the house. A random assortment of benches and chairs have been dragged over to join the wooden stumps that serve as rustic seats around the large ring of stones.

The pit is already set up with the logs and kindling Jacinthe tells me she arranged before dinner. She digs around in her pocket, jangling the carabiner that pokes out from under her blazer, and produces a plastic lighter.

There’s not much for me to help with, so I settle onto one of the stumps and watch as she sets a few crumpled pieces of newspaper ablaze. The flames lick along the torn edges, rising higher and higher as they catch on some small twigs and begin flicking the undersides of the logs. The scent of smoke fills the air. The fire crackles, a few sparks popping in the dark.

“Good fire,” I say. “I’ve never learned how to do that. My dad was more of the just pour gas on it and call it a day kind of guy.”

Jacinthe grins as she claims one of the stumps for herself. “My dad said that’s cheating.”

We’re both quiet for a moment before I mumble, “You don’t talk about him much, do you?”

She shrugs. “There is nothing to say. He left. He’s a maudit coward who cheated on my mom and then didn’t bother to stick around for us. We’re better off without him.”

I fight not to raise my eyebrows.

“Well…that’s not nothing.”

I cringe. This probably wasn’t the time for a smartass remark.

Jacinthe glares into the fire, and I wonder if I’ve totally blown whatever this moment was.

Then she tips her head back and laughs.

“No,” she agrees. “It isn’t. You got me there. Maybe I have a bit to say.”

She doesn’t seem to be shutting the conversation down, so I risk letting curiosity win.

“Do you mind me asking…how old were you when he left?”

She grimaces for a moment, but then she launches into an explanation.

“Depends if you mean the first time or not. He started leaving for a few days at a time when I was maybe ten? Then sometimes it was weeks. Then it was months. Then he left forever when I was thirteen.”

I try to imagine one of my parents walking out the door forever, and I just can’t. Not now, and definitely not when I was barely a teenager.

I open and close my mouth a few times, but the feeling rising in my chest is too big for words.

“You know,” Jacinthe says, staring into the fire again, “he was the one who convinced my mom they should open La Grange Rouge. Then he left us with it. All those empty stalls? They used to be full of horses. We couldn’t manage them all when he left.”

She shakes her head, like she’s chasing off a memory.

“Maman was…she was not okay for a while, you know, like, mentally, when he left, and I still had to go to school and stuff, so it’s not like I could do it. We had to sell them. So many horses. Horses I knew my whole life.”

My gut twists at the thought of that kind of loss. People who haven’t spent time around horses wouldn’t get it, but I do: the way every horse in your life stamps a mark on you. There’s something about a bond with a horse that feels like a rare gift, like you’ve been singled out and chosen for something you might not have even recognized in yourself.

“That’s awful,” I murmur. “I’m so sorry.”

Jacinthe lifts her head up with a jolt, like she forgot I was even here.

Then she plasters on an impassive expression and shrugs.

“Things got easier, especially after I dropped out of Cégep to run the farm. Now I make sure I can always do it myself.”

Shel’s school has already explained Cégep to me: the post-secondary program most students in Québec need to take if they want to go on to university or pursue certain jobs.

I had no idea Jacinthe dropped out.

“Did you…” I trail off and try to find the best way to phrase things. “I mean, is that what you always wanted to do? Run the farm?”

She nods without a second of hesitation.

“Yes. It’s my home. I love it.”

I recognize the steely force in her tone. It’s the defense mechanism of someone who’s used to having to justify themselves.

“I get that,” I say. “I probably would have gotten my master’s if I didn’t have Shel, but I wouldn’t change anything. It feels weird to even think about it.”

Jacinthe flicks her gaze up from the flames to meet my eyes, and it’s almost like I can feel her relax, like there’s a shift in the air between us as the growing heat of the fire draws us into a space that’s just for us.

“It would have been nice to finish Cégep, I guess,” she says, settling back farther on the stump. “Before Balsam Inn, I would take odd jobs in the off-season. I probably could have gotten better ones if I’d finished my program, but it doesn’t matter now. This is what I want. This is good. I’m happy.”

There’s no lie in her voice, but there’s also no way for her to hide the weariness. Even in the fireside glow, there are still purple circles under her eyes, and I can’t help wondering if maybe wanting the farm doesn’t have to mean wanting it like this.

It’s not my place to say that, though. Not to a woman I’ve only known for a few weeks.

“Did you always want to be a farrier?”

Her question catches me by surprise, jerking me out of my thoughts.

“Oh, um, honestly, no.”

I stretch my feet out farther in front of me and take a deep breath. I guess after everything she just shared, I owe her a few chapters of my life story in return.

“I did my undergrad in agricultural science, but after Shel was born, I wanted as much time with her as possible, and we had to stay with my parents, of course. I needed the help, so I had to turn a few job offers down. I ended up working some pretty boring administration positions for a few years.”

Jacinthe nods, all her attention locked on me.

“We have this old family friend who’s a farrier, though, and I always thought his job was so cool. I’d go watch him work sometimes when he went out to the stables I learned to ride at. I sat and watched him trim hooves for hours, but it never really clicked that I wanted to do it myself. He opened a farrier school about eight years ago, and one day he asked me to stop by, and I just thought…I could do this, you know? This could change my life.”

I still remember the first time I ever put a shoe on. I was so nervous we had to take breaks because my hands were shaking, but by the time I was walking the horse out with all her feet in perfect order, I knew this was the job for me.

“He ended up hiring me after I finished his program,” I tell Jacinthe, “but I got to the point where I wanted my own thing, and now, here we are.”

Jacinthe grins. “Here we are.”

Everyone else is still lingering over at the tables. I can hear the clinking of dishes as the caterers begin to clean up. I’m sure our solitude will end at any minute, but for now, it’s like the circle of firelight on the ground is still containing us in our own little world.

“People are always acting like I gave up all my dreams for Shel,” I say, “but I never would have ended up becoming a farrier if I didn’t have her. I’d be off in some lab growing mutant corn grains or something, but it turns out, that’s just not me.”

I chuckle at just the thought of myself in a long white coat.

“Now, I get to be outside all day. I get to be with animals. I get to meet great people.”

“You sure do,” Jacinthe says, hitching her thumbs under her collar and doing a little shimmy.

“Exactly,” I say with a laugh. “Maybe it wasn’t my dream all along, but it’s still a dream come true, and I hate when people act like that means nothing. Hell, even my ex-girlfriend kind of thought that way. She’d assume Shel must be this huge inconvenience to me, but that’s never been true. For some people, yeah, having a baby at twenty-two would have been devastating. Nobody should have to go through that if they don’t want to, but I wanted to. I just think sometimes people don’t actually want to believe good things can come out of a tough situation.”

My voice has gotten louder, and I worry I’ve gone too far with the ranting and bringing up my ex, but Jacinthe’s eyes light up like I’m speaking her native language.

Not French, but something deeper. Something beyond words.

“Ouais, that’s it! People say the same thing about me and the farm. Like, this is what I want. I could have had a different life, sure, but why would I want that?”

I clap my hands in agreement. “Exactly!”

We grin at each other from across the fire. I feel giddy, my head rushing with the thrill of being so quickly understood for once.

We’re quiet for a few moments, but it’s not awkward. It’s almost like we’re soaking the past few minutes up, letting the conversation seep into our skin.

Jacinthe reaches to pop a couple buttons of her shirt open, fanning her face as the fire continues to climb higher. My gaze finds its way to the exposed skin of her throat.

There must be a shift in the wind, because the smoke that had previously been drifting straight up into the indigo sky starts to come straight at me.

“Oh, damn,” I say, jumping to my feet while I cough. “I do not want this outfit smelling like smoke.”

I’m pretty sure the blazer is one of those inconvenient items that absolutely must go to the dry cleaners, and there’s no sign of one of those in La Cloche.

The most smoke-free zone is where Jacinthe is sitting, so I end up plopping down on the stump right next to hers.

“Isn’t there something they say about that?” she asks. “Where the smoke blows?”

It takes me a minute to summon up the memory of some childhood campfire, but after concentrating, I can hear my mother’s voice declaring the old saying in my head.

“Smoke follows beauty.”

Jacinthe shifts on her stump, just a fraction of an inch, but it means her body is now slightly curved towards mine.

“Guess you’re the beautiful one, then.”

My breath catches.

“I think you’re…”

I cut myself off before I can do something stupid.

Like tell her I’ve lived here less than a month, and I already think she’s the most beautiful woman in this whole town.

“I mean, you look good too,” I amend, “in that outfit. Well, our outfit.”

She chuckles at that, and I remind myself it’s okay to tell your landlord you think she looks good.

It’s even okay to tell your friend she looks good, and that’s what Jacinthe and I are becoming.

Friends.

Just friends.

She shifts closer, toying with the edge of her sleeve. Our eyes meet again. I can see the flames reflected in her dark irises, turning the deep brown to molten gold.

It’s like she’s liquefying, shifting into some new, forbidden form.

Or maybe I’m the one dissolving. Maybe I’m falling apart when it’s my job to be steady. Solid. Unmovable.

She’s not supposed to make me melt. No one is. That’s not what I’m here for.

“How’s that fire coming?”

One of Jacinthe’s uncles comes around the corner of the house, a pack of cousins in tow, and the two of us jerk back like we’ve been caught on top of each other. More people begin to file in, claiming the variety of seats for themselves, and I mumble something about getting a drink before taking off for the house.


Chapter 15


Jacinthe



Istare out the windshield, my eyes glued to the white line winding up the middle of the twisty highway. The truck’s headlights cut through the darkness like a tunnel, like we’re clearing a path into the night towards dawn.

Or something like that. I’m a little tipsy.

I’m tipsy enough that I couldn’t drive myself home, so I’m sitting in the passenger seat of Tess’s truck, doing everything I can to keep myself from looking at her.

I have one hand clutching the shoulder strap of my seat belt, the other resting a couple inches from the door handle, like I’m braced to jump out onto the asphalt. My jaw is clenched so tight my teeth are aching.

The radio is on, the volume low enough that I can’t make out the words of the song playing. I risk letting my eyes flick to the clock in the dashboard. The glowing blue numbers say it’s thirty-eight minutes past midnight.

“You good?”

Tess’s voice seems to boom through the silence even though she’s barely spoken above a murmur.

“Uh, yeah,” I stammer. “Why?”

She chuckles. Out of the corner of my eye, I can see she’s switched to driving with one hand.

She shouldn’t be allowed to do that. Everyone knows driving a truck with one hand is incredibly sexy. She does not have the right to sit slouched in her seat like that, thighs splayed open, the smooth material of the steering wheel gliding across her palm.

“Because you haven’t said a word the whole drive, and you’re holding onto your seat like it’s a rollercoaster.”

She pauses, and when I steal another glance at her, I see she’s frowning.

“You’re not going to be sick, are you?”

I huff. “Voyons, là. I had three beers. Just because I can’t drive, doesn’t mean I’m gonna spew like a drunk teenager.”

She chuckles again and shakes her head. “Fair enough. Just checking. I can always pull over if you need me to.”

“I do not need you to,” I insist. “I am fine. Maybe I’m holding onto my seat because you’re taking all the corners way too fast.”

I nod my head at the window, where we’ve just careened around a bend in the road.

Tess raises her eyebrows. “Oh, am I? You’re telling me you drive slower?”

I give up my grip on the seatbelt and cross my arms over my chest.

“I’m telling you that you do not know the roads like I do.”

She tips her head back and laughs before swapping hands on the wheel. “What roads do you think I’ve been driving every day since I moved here?”

“Hmm.” I think for a moment. “I guess you have a point.”

Tess turns up the radio, and we both bob our heads along to the latest country pop sensation. I let my jaw unclench, and I sink a little deeper into my seat.

I can do this. I can get a ride home from the hot woman who lives in my house and not make it weird.

When we pull into the driveway, all the windows are dark. Maman got a ride home from Natalie’s parents a couple hours ago. She left the porch light on for us. The single bulb beside the front door casts a narrow circle of light on the flaking wooden floorboards.

The porch is several summers overdue for a new coat of paint, but that’s just another task on my long list of things I have no idea when the hell I’ll get done.

Tess shuts the engine off, killing the music. The silence of the night drifts into the car like smoke.

Neither of us moves.

“Anyway, thank you,” I tell her.

She twists in her seat to face me. “Huh?”

“For driving me home. Thank you.”

She stares at me for a long moment. My breath catches, lodging somewhere in my throat just like the egg salad I almost choked on the day we met.

I had no idea what I was racing towards that day she showed up at La Grange Rouge. I wonder if I would have sped even faster up the highway if I knew Tess would be standing here in my yard.

I wonder if I would have just turned around and left, skipped the farrier visit altogether and hoped she’d wind up with somewhere else to live, somewhere I wouldn’t catch myself staring at her lips every goddamn day.

“Anytime,” she murmurs.

Maybe that’s the truth. Maybe anytime and any place, I would have ended up wanting to kiss Tess Tully.

Not that it matters.

I don’t have time for this. I don’t have time for her, and she’s made it clear she doesn’t have time for me. We’re just two busy people with other priorities who sometimes stare into each other’s eyes for a little too long.

That’s all we can be.

I snap my gaze away from her, staring through the windshield even though there’s no road to follow anymore. I click my seatbelt off and straighten out my blazer. Despite playing musical stools all night to escape the wind, I’ve still ended up smelling like a bonfire.

“How’s it, uh, going?” I say, forcing myself to sound as casual as I can. “Living in the back? Everything working okay?”

“Oh, um, it’s great,” she says, her voice stiff and her face turned away from me as she slips her own seatbelt off. “Perfect, actually. Shel loves it.”

“And you?”

She pauses with her finger hooked around the door handle. “Me?”

“Do you love it?”

Tess nods, swallowing hard enough that I see her throat bob. “I do. I really do.”

I nod too. “That’s good.”

The whole truck feels heavy, like we’re buried under a landslide of unspoken words pressing down on us from all sides. There’s not even room for air anymore.

We’re going to choke.

I reach for the handle and fling my door open. Cold night air whooshes in to fill my lungs. I gulp mouthfuls of it down like I’m suffocating and jump out onto the driveway.

Behind me, I hear Tess do the same. I swing the door shut and lean against the side of the truck, still breathing hard. My attention drifts up to the sky, where there’s a silvery half moon hiding behind a few wisps of clouds.

I don’t know what it’s halfway towards: full or empty.

Maybe empty. Probably empty. It must be getting smaller and smaller the longer I stare, fading away into nothing but a black hole in the sky.

Tess comes around the other side of the truck, and I scramble for something to say.

“I am sure you’re taking much better care of the place than my cousin.” I nod towards the back. “He was kind of a slob. I didn’t even know how nice it could look back there until he moved out.”

Tess glances over at the house and then back at me.

“It’s still a work in progress, but I think we’re doing all right. Shel is having a lot of fun helping with the decorating.”

There’s nothing forced about my grin as I imagine all the kooky stuff Shel must have picked. I’m sure she’s got posters of her favourite animals all over her room. Just a few days ago, she was telling me all about her passion for star-nosed moles. I almost screamed when she pulled up some pictures of the weird, alien-looking rodents on my phone, but Shel thinks they’re adorable and has a star-nosed mole plushie on her birthday wish list.

“That’s good,” I tell Tess. “I bet it looks great.”

She shoves her hands into the pockets of her blazer.

“Do you want to, um, come see it?”

She looks down at the tips of her shoes and kicks at a few pebbles scattered on the driveway.

“I mean, uh, you are the landlord,” she adds without looking up. “I’m sure you’ll want to check in sometimes.”

“I’m not your landlord.”

Something hot and bitter shoots through my body.

“My mom is your landlord. My name is not on the lease.”

“Okay, yeah, but technically, it’s your house,” she argues.

“It’s your house,” I insist. “You live there. You don’t have to show me anything. I don’t want you to think I’m, like, the boss of your life. You’re my…”

I trail off, my throat getting tight when I realize I don’t know how to finish that sentence.

I don’t know what word is big enough to swallow everything that we are—and everything that we’re becoming.

“Your what?” Tess prompts.

I clear my throat.

“My friend.” I wait a couple seconds and then can’t help adding, “Right?”

Tess watches me with a guarded expression for a moment before she answers.

“Right.”

She rolls her shoulders back before fishing her carabiner out from under her blazer. The stack of keys and gadgets strung along the metal jangle together.

“So, as my friend,” she says, “do you want to come see the house?”

I guess that’s a normal thing for friends to do: go over to each other’s houses after driving home from a party together. Maybe it’s not so normal that our houses are attached, but really, this isn’t any different from stopping in at Maddie or Natalie’s place.

If I said no, I’d be the weird one here.

“Uh, sure,” I say. “Yeah, I do.”

She turns to lead the way along the path to the back. The earth is hard beneath my feet, nearly frozen in the fall weather.

I really should get the path covered in concrete. Tess and Shel deserve more than a dirt trail to their front door.

We reach the small wooden landing, and I wait down on the grass while Tess gets the door unlocked. She reaches to flip a light switch on once she’s stepped inside. I squint into the sudden glare.

“Like I said, it’s a work in progress,” she says as I follow her in. “Ignore the boxes, okay?”

There’s a stack of brown cardboard moving boxes in a corner of the living room, but besides that, the place looks so cozy I could swear she’s been living here for years.

Gingham curtains frame the kitchen window, where a collection of mason jars on the sill hold some dainty sprigs of Queen Anne’s Lace. The walls are hung with a few photos of Tess, Shel, and what looks to be some of their family members, as well as a selection of thrift store art I remember watching Tess and Shel unload last week. There’s a sepia-toned print of some sunflowers hanging over the couch, as well as a scientific-looking poster of different frog species tacked up over the mini fridge.

I grin as I imagine how excited Shel must have been to find that one at the thrift shop.

A crystal sun catcher in the window reflects a few glimmers of moonlight, spilling them across the round wooden dining table. Tess has only got the light by the door on, so most of the room is still dim, adding to the cozy effect.

“Bien fait,” I congratulate her, clapping my hands a few times. “It looks great in here.”

She gives me a small smile that almost looks shy.

“Thanks,” she says. “I’m not much of a decorator, but I wanted it to feel homey for Shel.”

“Are you kidding?” I demand. “You did awesome. If I didn’t know better, I’d think some Pinterest queen farm wife set this place up. It’s so cute!”

I take a step forward and then hesitate before Tess sweeps her arm out in a go-ahead gesture. I kick my shoes off and then do a lap around the space, taking in all the details. There’s a floral rug laid out under the red couch that’s just saggy enough to be the perfect place to flop down for a nap or a movie night.

“So Shel has the loft?” I ask, pausing at the bottom of the staircase.

Tess nods. “As if I had a choice. Living in a loft is like eighty percent of her personality at the moment.”

I laugh and keep moving around the room. The bedroom door is resting half-open, the space beyond it too dark to see into.

“And so this is yours?”

Obviously it’s her room. There’s only one bedroom.

“Uh, yeah,” she says.

She’s still standing all the way over by the door.

“Honestly, it’s a total disaster zone,” she tells me. “It’s where I’ve been shoving everything I don’t have a place for yet. I barely have room to get into bed.”

Bed.

There’s a bed in there, and she lays in it.

At night.

It’s ridiculous, but all of a sudden, it’s like I can see the moonlight slanting over her face while she dreams: her lips parted, her hair adorably mussed, her bare shoulders peeking out over the top of the sheets.

I jump away from the door like it’s swung out and smacked me in the face.

I’m really standing here picturing some creepy fantasy of Tess sleeping naked when the real Tess is right here in the room with me.

The least I could do is picture her in some freaking pajamas.

“Did you just trip?”

Tess looks like she can’t decide if she should be concerned or laugh.

“Uh, yeah,” I say. “These maudit old floors. They’re so uneven.”

I walk over to the nearest frame on the wall, which is holding another piece of bargain bin art. I pretend to be transfixed by the mediocre pastel drawing of some foxes while I wait for my heartbeat to slow down.

“You have a strange energy tonight,” Tess says.

I turn and make a face at her. “Excusez-moi?”

She must have come around the dining table without me noticing. She’s leaning against the back of the chair closest to me. We’re only a few feet apart.

“I am not strange.” I cross my arms over my chest. “It is almost one in the morning. I am tired. You’re the one who invited me in here in the middle of the night.”

She crosses her arms too, and I’m reminded that we’re wearing the same outfit. We’d look like mirror images if she weren’t almost a head taller than me.

She raises an eyebrow. “I thought I was being friendly.”

She looks way too sexy in that blazer. She looks way too sexy in everything she wears.

If she comes any closer, I’m going to make an idiot of myself. I’m not sure how exactly, but the back of my neck is prickling in a way that tells me I’m right on the edge of doing something truly stupid.

“It would be friendly to offer me a glass of water or something.”

I sidestep towards the kitchen, away from Tess.

It’s easier to breathe when there’s more space between us.

“You’re right. I’m a terrible host.” She skirts around the table and pulls two glasses off the pine shelves on the wall to fill them up at the sink. “Here.”

I reach for the one she offers and retreat back to my huddle beside the fridge. I try to drink like a normal person, but I end up sucking back half the glass in one go.

Tess watches me with that stupidly sexy grin plastered on her face. She looks smug, like she’s winning a game I didn’t even know we were playing.

It makes my skin crawl, but in the good kind of way, like the shiver that runs up your spine before a storm hits, when the air smells like magnets and lucky pennies.

She eyes my water glass when I finally pry it away from my mouth.

“Guess you needed it after all those beers.”

I narrow my eyes. “Three beers is not a lot, you know.”

Her grin gets even wider. “I’m teasing you.”

I tip my chin up, fighting to look tough.

“You tease me a lot, huh?”

Her grin falters, her eyes flashing with a hint of concern. “Too much?”

“No. I like it.”

The words slip out before I can stop them. My pulse kicks up, thumping so loud it’s like a tiny bass drum in each of my ears.

Tess sets her glass down and comes to stand in front of me, squinting into my face.

“Do you need to sit down?”

“No.”

My voice echoes through the quiet room, sharp enough to make Tess take a step back.

“I…shouldn’t,” I add, forcing myself to speak softer.

What I really want to do is yell at her to stay back, to stay all the way on the other side of the room.

Hell, I want to order her to lock herself in her bedroom with me stuck on the other side.

Where I belong.

Where we both need me to stay.

Instead, she comes closer, staring into my face again like she’s about to whip out a flashlight and check if my pupils are dilated.

“You shouldn’t…sit down?” she asks.

She’s talking like I’m drunk, and I guess I deserve it. I can’t get a grip on myself, not with her so close.

She smells like campfire too. She smells like crisp leaves and balsam fir.

She smells like home.

I squeeze my eyes shut.

“I shouldn’t be here at all.”

She sucks in a breath, and it takes everything in me not to open my eyes.

“Why?” she asks.

She sounds different now. All the teasing has faded away. The moment is stripped raw, bare, like a tree without its bark. All that’s left is soft, pale wood that’s easy to scar.

“You know why.”

Her breath catches again. I hear the soft, wet sound of her swallowing.

My thighs twitch.

“Jacinthe.”

My eyes snap open like she’s commanding my body. She’s even closer now, dark bangs spilling into her face, green eyes glinting in the dim light.

“Tess.”

Her bottom lip drops open. My heart is slamming into my ribcage, cracking my bones as it fights to throw itself at her.

She stares at my mouth.

My head spins. Everything spins except her. I don’t know if I’m breathing. All I can think about is her skin and what it would feel like to have her body pressed against mine.

Nothing between us.

Raw.

Bare.

Stripped.

She tugs her lip between her teeth. I press up harder against the fridge behind me.

It’s pathetic, really. She’s got me cowering like a cornered animal, and I couldn’t move if I tried.

She steps closer. We’re almost chest to chest. Her fingertips brush the outside of my thigh, up the seam of my jeans.

I shudder.

She drags her hand higher, all the way up to my hip, and then slips her fingers under my blazer to hook around one of my belt loops.

My back arches, pressing my chest to hers.

She gasps.

I moan.

She’s tall enough she has to bend down a little to whisper in my ear. “We shouldn’t do this, should we?”

Her voice is hoarse. I can feel her hand trembling where she’s still clutching my jeans.

I shake my head even as I press my chest harder against hers.

“No,” I rasp.

She tugs on my belt loop. My hips buck against her pelvis.

“Do you want me to stop?”

Her breath is hot on my neck.

“No,” I answer.

That’s all it takes.

We crash together like the moment a storm strikes, like the second when the sky splits apart.

We kiss like we’re angry, all teeth and tongues and furious, bruising lips. She grips my hips in both her hands, her fingertips digging in hard enough to make me gasp into her mouth.

I thread my hands into her hair, tugging her down to me while I slide my tongue past her lips to taste her.

She’s sweet and spicy all at once, like mulled wine on the stove.

She groans before yanking me off the fridge. She stumbles backwards, and I use the moment to my advantage, flipping us around so I’m backing her into the wall now.

I trap her by the shoulders, my palms pressing flat against the lapels of her blazer, and then I slide my knee between her thighs.

She jerks like I’ve shocked her and then mutters a curse against my mouth. I grin, relaxing my hold on her a little.

Her hands fly up to clamp around my wrists, and before I know it, we’re flipped around again. My back slams against the wall.

Tess purrs—fucking purrs, like a satisfied cat—and I’ve never felt the searing cocktail of rage and desire burning its way through my veins now.

I want her to drag me to the floor.

I want to pin her to the ground.

I want to be her bitch, and I want to make her beg.

I want it all, and I want it right fucking now.

She takes my caged wrists and jerks them up above my head to capture me. My fists bang into the wall, and a sharp crack cuts through the air as the picture frame beside us drops to the floor.

The wood splinters, and I hear the shrill tinkle of glass breaking.

Tess shrieks, her arms dropping to her sides.

“Shit!” I yelp, my arms tumbling down too.

It’s only a small frame, but the sound is still ringing in my ears like thunder.

Tess bends to pick the picture up.

“Ah, tabarnak,” I mutter. “I’m so sorry. How bad is it broken?”

She shakes her head. “It’s just a cheap frame. It’s fine.”

She tries to straighten the wood out, but the pieces won’t fit back together anymore.

“It’s my fault.” I push off the wall and come closer to see if there’s anything I can do. “I…”

My throat dries up when I see the photo in the frame.

Shel.

It’s a close-up of her face from what has to be a few years back. She’s got some slightly wonky bangs, and one of her front teeth is missing where she grins at the camera.

The glass is cracked straight down the center of her face.

My stomach lurches.

“I should go.”

I whirl around and lunge for the door. I’ve already started tugging my boots on by the time Tess sets the photo on the table and stalks over to me.

“Jacinthe. Wait.”

“No,” I blurt. “I…I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have. I have to go.”

I finish stuffing my feet into my shoes and don’t bother with the laces before yanking the door open. My fingertips linger on the handle, and no matter how much I urge my legs to run, my feet stay planted on the threshold.

I glance back over my shoulder at Tess.

Her face is pale now, ghostly white and cast in shadow, like the half-empty moon in the sky.

My body snaps back into my control. I inch the door wider and step out into the night.

She doesn’t try to stop me.


Chapter 16


Tess



Ionly had a beer and a half last night, but I’ve never woken up feeling sicker.

As soon as I roll over to check the time on my alarm clock, my stomach heaves. I wrap an arm around my abdomen, wracking my brain for any hint of what could have possibly given me food poisoning.

Then I remember.

I’m not sick from the food.

I’m sick from the guilt.

I kissed Jacinthe.

‘Kiss’ is way too demure of a verb for what we did together. ‘Make out’ doesn’t even seem to cover it.

It’s more like we fucked with our mouths.

I can still hear the sounds she made. I can still feel her fingers in my hair. I can still taste her, heat and desperation blooming on my tongue.

I wanted to lap her up. I wanted to eat her, like a thief snatching cherry pie off a windowsill to bury my face in the sugared fruit.

I wanted to gorge myself on something that wasn’t meant for me.

“Fucking hell,” I groan into the dimness of my bedroom.

My stomach twists into another sickening knot. I fight against a wave of head rush as I push myself up to a seat. The floorboards are cold on the soles of my feet when I swing my legs over the edge of the bed.

My curtains are only half drawn. Thin, grey pre-dawn light pours in from outside. I spot my outfit from last night slung over the top of a moving box. I don’t remember getting undressed, but somehow, I’m wearing an old pair of boxers.

My stomach settles enough for me to stand. I make it all the way to the bedroom door without incident, but the nausea comes back full swing when I spot the empty hook on the wall beside the fridge.

My gaze drifts to the broken picture frame on the table.

“Shit,” I mutter.

It really happened. There’s no blaming last night on a dream. There isn’t even any chance of blaming it on alcohol.

I did that stone cold sober, and Jacinthe wasn’t far behind me.

I lunge for the sink, bracing my elbows on the cool metal and letting my head hang down into the basin. My vision swims and I cough a few times, but nothing comes up.

I straighten up and flail for a water glass. I set the tap as cold as it will go and gulp down the freezing liquid. When I’m done, I drag the back of my hand across my lips and raise my eyes to the window.

Mist is still clinging to the paddocks. The forest beyond the fields is a patchwork of red and yellow leaves threaded with the spiky lines of empty branches. Everything is cast with an indigo sheen, like the final coat of night soon to be burnt away by the rising sun.

Jacinthe will be out in the yard any minute now. We always meet there just before dawn.

I plant my hands on my hips, my gaze darting between the window and the coffee machine on the counter.

By now, I’d usually have a pot brewing. Shel’s white noise machine would be buzzing up in the loft, loud enough to keep the drip-drop of the coffee stream from waking her up.

On any other morning, I’d fill my travel mug, add a splash of cream from the mini fridge, and throw on my coat and boots before pulling the door shut extra softly behind me.

The grass outside would still be wet with dew, or maybe crunchy with frost now that the weather has turned. My breath would fog the air in front of me. I’d trudge down the path to the barn, and Jacinthe would already be there unlocking the door.

We’d say hi, take a few sips of our coffees, and get to work on the horses.

Today is not any other day.

Today, I watch the sky turn brighter and brighter. I see the minutes tick by on the microwave clock.

I don’t turn the coffeepot on. I don’t return to my bedroom and get dressed. I just stand there, half naked in my tiny kitchen, and I run through every possible way this morning could go.

I could just stay here. I could skip out on barn chores and hide in the house until Jacinthe leaves for the inn.

I could text her. I could scour the internet for some stupid joke or meme that might have a shot at cutting the tension before I have to see her face to face.

I scoff at myself. Nothing is going to make this okay. Nothing is going to make this morning normal.

This is exactly why last night should never have happened at all.

We didn’t do anything more than kiss, and already, doubts, questions, and guilt are crushing our routine into dust.

If I don’t go out there, I’ll be letting her down. She might have told me I don’t have to help her with the horses, but I can’t forget how exhausted she was when she was left handling them alone. I want to help her. I want to be something she can count on.

Then again, maybe she doesn’t want me out there. Maybe she’s disgusted with me. Maybe she thinks I’m a reckless, selfish mother who can’t control her own horny impulses even if it puts her family’s housing at risk.

Maybe she just wants space. Maybe we should go a few days without seeing each other and let last night burn down into ash, until we can write it off as a stupid midnight slip-up we never have to speak of.

A flash of movement in the yard catches my eye.

Jacinthe.

She’s wearing a navy polar fleece, with some mud-streaked blue jeans stuffed into the tops of her rubber boots. I watch the back of her head as she struts down to the barn, her arms swinging in her usual marching gait. She’s halfway down the slight slope into the barnyard when she pauses and begins to turn.

I shriek and drop to a squat. The last thing I need is for her to catch me spying with my tits out.

I stay hovering with my knees at an angle no thirty-two year-old should have to endure until exhaustion gets the better of me and I haul myself up with the help of the counter, groaning the whole time.

By then, Jacinthe has disappeared into the barn.

My heart pounds, and for a few seconds, I stand frozen like a deer that’s about to become road kill. Then I spring into action, my body making my decision for me before my mind has a chance to catch up.

I can’t hide in the house all morning like some misbehaving teenager.

I’m an adult. I’m a parent.

I’m also a fuck-up, and the only way I’m going to un-fuck myself is by going out there and addressing my fuck-up head-on.

I’ve got to apologize, and I’ve got to assure Jacinthe last night is never going to happen again.

I rush to my bedroom and pull on a thick hoodie and jeans. My hair is a mess, but a quick swipe with my fingers will have to suffice for styling today. By the time I jog down to the barn, Jacinthe is finished with the feeding and is getting the horses ready for turn-out. I find her clipping a lead-rope to Sam’s halter where he stands with his head hanging over his stall door.

She’s far enough down the aisle that she doesn’t hear me appear in the doorway. I pause on the threshold and watch her.

She strokes Sam’s face after clipping the rope on, running a finger down the white stripe on his nose. I can’t hear the words from here, but I see her lips move as she murmurs something to him. There’s a softness to her body language I haven’t seen come out anywhere except with the horses. It’s like all her sharp edges blur and something rigid inside her finally unclenches.

It’s like she lets herself breathe.

My own breath stalls at the sight. I forget all about announcing myself. I forget what I came out here to say. I forget everything except the way Jacinthe’s lips felt pressed against mine.

So soft.

Even when she was shoving me against the wall and kissing me like she wanted to set our bodies on fire with just the friction of our mouths, her lips were so damn soft.

She gave me that. She gave me her softness, and maybe when it comes to Jacinthe, softness is the rarest gift of all.

“Fucking shit de crisse!”

Jacinthe turns without warning, yelping when she catches me staring at her. Sam startles at the noise, pinning his ears back and jerking his head up hard enough that Jacinthe almost loses her grip on the lead rope.

“Whoa, buddy. Ça va.”

Jacinthe talks him down with a low voice until he’s settled again. Then she looks back at me.

“What the hell are you doing there?”

She sounds more surprised than angry, so I risk taking a few steps down the aisle towards her.

“Shit. I’m so sorry I scared you.”

I pause when I’m still a few feet away, shoving my hands in my pockets and hovering in the middle of the aisle. She waves my apology off.

“Ça va,” she repeats.

I don’t feel as soothed by her words as Sam. In fact, the longer I stand here, the louder my pulse gets in my ears.

“I wasn’t sure if you were coming down here this morning,” she says.

She reaches up to stroke Sam’s cheek, a couple creases forming between her eyebrows while she stares down at the floor

“Of course I came down.”

There’s a hollowness to my words, the ‘of course’ landing flat and discordant.

There’s no ‘of course’ to any of this. We’ve blown up the course.

“I’m not going to ghost you all morning just because…because we…”

I clench my hands into fists in my pockets, urging myself to get a grip. If I can’t even say it, how the hell are we supposed to move past it?

“Because we kissed.”

Jacinthe goes stock-still for a second before she bobs her head.

“We sure did,” she says, her voice half an octave higher than usual. “That, uh, happened.”

I can see a trace of pink staining her cheeks, and somehow, despite the catastrophe we’re facing, I can’t help wondering what it would feel like to brush my thumbs over the rosy patches. I wonder what it would take to make her blush harder.

“Jacinthe…”

Her head jerks up at the sound of her name, and she meets my eyes with an expression that almost looks pained.

“I’m sorry,” she says.

I suck in a sharp breath, like she’s tossed a bucket of ice cold water in my face.

Her gaze drops back to the floor.

“I should not have kissed you like that.”

Like that.

The words seem to hang in the air, an echo of everything that passed between us last night.

Jacinthe shakes her head.

“I mean, I should not have kissed you at all,” she amends. “I already know you don’t want to get involved with anyone until Shel is older, and Dieu sait that I don’t have time to get involved with anyone either. Also you live here, so there’s that, and it’s just…”

She toys with the end of the lead rope, plucking at a loose thread before looking into my eyes again.

“It’s way too complicated, isn’t it? I was up all night thinking about how…how stupid it was.”

It shouldn’t hurt to hear her say that. It shouldn’t hurt to hear the truth.

Still, I press a hand to my stomach as it flexes like I’ve been punched.

“Yeah. It was stupid.”

Sam lets out a loud snort and bobs his head, like he agrees with us. Jacinthe chuckles, and somehow, I find myself laughing too.

“You don’t have to be sorry,” I tell Jacinthe. “It was, uh, a team effort, wouldn’t you say?”

She nods. “Something like that.”

“I’m sorry too, for what it’s worth. I don’t know what I was thinking, inviting you over in the middle of the night…”

I picture the moment in my truck when the invitation slipped out of my mouth, and the truth is that I do know what I was thinking.

I was thinking I didn’t want the night with her to end. I never planned to kiss her. I just knew I had to be near her. I knew whatever lit up inside me last night would grow cold and dark the second she stepped away.

“I thought you were just being friendly?” she says, smirking.

I have to turn away while I fight to stop imagining how fast I could wipe the smirk off her face if I walked over and kissed her again right now.

“Yeah, well, look how that ended up,” I mutter while flicking some dirt off the top of Pierrot’s stall door.

I have to get this conversation back on track. I can’t flirt with her when I’m supposed to be putting a stop to this for good.

“The truth is, I’m attracted to you.” I force myself to meet her gaze. “I should have handled it better. I should have known better than to put us in that position.”

Her eyes scan my face, and I wonder what she sees. I wonder if she can tell how thin my resolve is, like the slimmest gold veneer painted over a much weaker metal underneath.

“I’m attracted to you too.”

Her voice is low enough it almost doesn’t reach me, and I see it in her again, just for a flash of a second: that softness. That part of her she keeps tucked away from the world.

“Y-you are?” I stammer.

“Duh,” she says with an exaggerated eye-roll. “What do you think last night was?”

She rakes a hand through her hair, leaving it rumpled.

“You’re, uh, not my usual type,” she tells me. “I did not even think I was into other butches, but you’re just…”

She flicks her hand out to gesture up and down my body while her eyes trace the same path. I can feel heat spreading all the way from my toes to my forehead, like she’s touched me everywhere she’s looked.

My tongue is too thick in my mouth to speak. All I can do is stand there at her mercy until she clears her throat and shrugs.

“So, what do we do now?” she asks.

I latch onto the reminder that we’re supposed to be taking action. I came out here to solve a problem, not create another one.

“We have to forget about it.”

I sound rushed, desperate, like I’m clinging to the edge of a cliff.

I force myself to slow down.

“I mean, it can’t ever happen again.”

Jacinthe nods, just once, before she goes back to picking at the loose thread in the lead rope.

“Right. You’re right.”

Her voice has become too monotone to read, especially when she’s not looking at me anymore.

The longer I stare at her, the more I feel like there’s a fist squeezing around my heart, tightening its grip with every second of uncertainty.

“Not that I don’t want⁠—”

I cut myself off before I can finish that sentence.

Even saying the things I want feels dangerous, like a forbidden incantation in a spell book waiting to unleash an unknown chaos.

“I mean, it’s just, with Shel,” I say instead, “and us living here, it’s…complicated.”

“I know,” Jacinthe says. “I get it. Trust me. I understand.”

I remind myself she has commitments too. She knows what it’s like to have so much riding on your shoulders that a single misstep can send your whole life toppling out of control.

“I know you do.”

We hold each other’s gaze this time, and it’s almost like we’re making a vow, a declaration, a bond to a single truth:

There is something in us that’s the same.

Then we snap apart, retreating into ourselves.

“So, we’re in agreement, then?” I say, stuffing my hands back in my pockets and giving her a curt nod, like this is all business. “It was stupid. It won’t happen again, and as for being attracted to each other, we’ll just…let that go.”

I do my best not to grimace. I sound naïve even to myself, but I can’t see another option.

We have to let it go.

“I mean, lots of people are attracted to each other and never do anything about it,” I say, jerking my shoulders up in what I hope is a passable shrug. “It doesn’t have to be a big deal. We’re both adults. We can handle it.”

Jacinthe plants her hand on her hip.

“Yeah,” she says, in that same monotone voice from earlier. “Of course. So now we just…go back to normal?”

I cross my arms in addition to my legs, tying myself in knots to mirror the ones in my stomach.

“Uh-huh. Yeah. We go back to normal.”

I try to picture what normal even means, and I can’t.

I don’t know if there ever was a normal when it comes to Jacinthe. I watched this woman scream bloody murder at a deranged donkey the day I met her, and I think maybe I’ve been utterly fascinated by her ever since.

Still, normal can’t include kissing her, and normal is what I’m here for, after all. I’m here to build a normal, stable, functional life. A life I can count on. A life Shel can count on.

I cling to the thought of Shel, to the sight of her running up the driveway after school, a huge smile on her face as she returns to the place she’s starting to think of as home.

I can do normal for her.

“So,” Jacinthe says, reaching for the latch on Sam’s door. “Are you gonna help me with these horses or just stand there all morning?”

I chuckle and flip her the bird, and then we get to work.


Chapter 17


Jacinthe



On the Saturday after Thanksgiving, a miracle happens.

I end up with two free hours to myself.

Maman is having a good day today and felt well enough to drive into Saint-Jovite to do a huge grocery shop for us. Tess is out on a farrier call. Things are quiet at the inn, with most of the current guests signed up for an ‘autumnal watercolours’ course Natalie is running all weekend.

I’m keeping an eye on Shel until Tess gets home to drive her to a play date. She’s been up in the hayloft all morning practicing her guitar. I’m planning on bringing her some hot dogs for lunch soon, but between then and now, there’s nowhere I need to be.

I sit down on one of the rocking chairs on the front porch and stare out at the property. The barn chores are done. The horses are all where they’re supposed to be. There are about a million and one things I could be doing, but right now, in this moment, there is nothing I absolutely have to get done.

“Fuck me,” I mutter, stretching my arms above my head.

The trees are still bursting with red and orange like brilliant flames. The ground is coated with even more leaves, the whole yard covered with tufts and clumps, but for once, I don’t think about raking them up.

I just take a deep breath and let the scent of crunchy foliage, and crisp, clean air fill my lungs.

The sky is streaked with a few lines of clouds, almost like someone whipped an arc of white paint over their head. The sky itself is a deep, brilliant blue Natalie would probably have a dozen different names for.

I just think it looks pretty—prettier than it has in a long time, or maybe I just haven’t given myself many chances to look up these days.

I walk to the edge of the porch, where I stretch my arms up so high the edge of my jacket rolls up and exposes a strip of my stomach to the cold. I wiggle my fingers and imagine sweeping the clouds out of the way to turn the dome above me into one giant blank, blue slate.

I think about what Tess said that night she came out on a trail ride, when we sat side by side at Sunset Ridge and watched the day come to an end.

Out here, I feel like I could reach up and touch the sky.

I didn’t know what she meant then, but today, I get it.

The right sky can make anything feel possible.

I head down to the farmyard, whistling an old Québécois folk song Maman used to sing for me when I was a kid. The horses lift their heads like they’re saying hi as I stroll past the paddocks. When I get to the barn, Citrouille slinks out to twine around my feet.

“Salut, minou,” I say, bending down to give him a scratch behind his orange ears.

I can hear some janky-sounding chords up in the hayloft, so I don’t bother asking Shel if she’s all right. The last thing I wanted when I was learning guitar back in the day was people interrupting me.

I wander into the empty stall we use as a tack room, the smell of musty leather filling my nose. The walls are lined with saddle racks and bridles on hooks. I run my palm over the seat of the closest saddle. The material is worn extra smooth from years of use, the cocoa brown colour faded to a tawny ring in the shape of a permanent butt print.

I check all the tack before every ride, so I know when something is no longer safe, but clean is another matter.

I try to remember the last time I did a good tack cleaning session and come up blank.

Ten minutes later, I’m out in front of the barn with my supplies set up: a bucket of warm water, some rags, a variety of sponges in different sizes, and a tin of saddle soap. I’ve hauled two saddle racks out, one for working and one for drying.

I keep humming the folk song while I get started on clearing out all the gunk from the different buckles, straps, and flaps of the first saddle.

A memory of doing the same chore with my dad decides to show up in my mind. He’s the one who taught me how to clean tack when I was a kid. He used to drill me on how fast I could take a bridle apart and put it back together like we were training for an Olympic sport. He’d always give me candy and a pat on the back at the end.

I pause in the middle of my scrubbing and wait for the first flash of anger to hit.

I always feel the angriest when I remember the good things about him. If he’d left us with nothing but pain, it would have been easier. I would have been quicker to accept the truth: that we’re better off without him and can do just fine on our own.

The good stuff—like his whistling in the morning or the peppermints in his pockets—only made it harder. They left a hole we had to learn how to fill.

I jump when the sharp snap and squeal of a guitar string breaking echoes into the yard, followed by a shriek.

I’m bolting up the stairs to the hayloft before I even realize I’ve moved at all.

“Shel!” I shout, ripping the door open. “Are you okay?”

I stoop under the low doorframe and then blink hard to get my eyes to adjust to the dimness inside. Dust tickles my nose, along with the sweet smell of hay.

We still need to get our winter order delivered, so the place is barren. Sunlight filters in through the doorway and a couple windows, catching on the dust particles in the air and the loose bits of hay scattered on the bare floorboards. The few bales we have left are stacked along one of the walls.

I spot Shel tucked in among them. Her guitar is lying next to her, one of the strings curling. Shel has her face buried in her hands. Her tiny shoulders are shaking, and after listening for a second, I catch the muffled sounds of her sobs.

“Ma petite!” I say, rushing over with my back hunched to keep from bonking my head on the low rafters. “What’s wrong? What happened?”

She jerks her head up, her teary eyes going wide. Her face is a splotchy red, and the skin under her eyes is all puffy.

As soon as she recovers from her surprise, the tears start flowing again. Her whole face crumples, and she hikes her knees up under her chin so she can wrap her arms around her shins. She looks like a sad little bean, all bundled up in a brown coat that’s a couple sizes too big for her.

I’m not exactly sure what you’re supposed to do with a crying ten year-old. It’s not like she’s a baby I can scoop up in my arms, but she does look like she could use a hug.

I settle for moving her guitar onto the floor and plopping down beside her on the hay bale. She sniffles.

“You don’t have to tell me what it is,” I say. “We can just sit here. Or I can go. It’s okay if you want to be alone. I just wanted to check that you are all right.”

She takes a shuddering breath, her body still rounded into a tiny ball, and stares straight ahead across the loft.

“I broke my fucking guitar.”

My eyebrows jump up at the force in her voice. I’ve never heard her sound so angry before. I’ve also never heard her swear.

I’m starting to get the feeling this isn’t just about the guitar.

She sniffles again. I fish a crumpled tissue out of my pocket and hold it out to her.

“It is clean,” I say when she gives it a dubious look. “It’s just been in there for a bit.”

She takes the tissue and wipes her nose.

“Thank you,” she says without looking at me. “Can you, uh, not tell my mom I said that? I’m not supposed to say the F word, like, ever.”

I nod at the guitar lying at our feet. “If I broke a string, I’d be saying a lot more than the F word.”

That gets her to look my way.

“You play guitar?”

I shrug. “Now and then. I’m no Jimi Hendrix, but I can play a few songs.”

She loosens her arms, letting them slide to her sides so she can stretch her legs out in front of her.

“Is it always this hard?”

I tap my chin while I think.

“It’s pretty hard,” I tell her, “but it does get easier, especially if you practice on the regular. I was all right when I was a teenager, but now I only play for a few minutes every couple months. I wish I was consistent like you.”

She scoffs and wrinkles her nose. “Like it’s even helping. I still suck.”

“Hey!” I jab my finger at her. “You do not suck, ma belle. You’re learning. Everybody has to learn, and you’re doing it all by yourself. I think that is very cool.”

She seems to teeter on the edge of smiling at the compliment, but before I can give myself a pat on the back, a shadow crosses over her face and her chin droops down towards her chest.

“I just wanted to be good for Thanksgiving,” she mumbles.

“Oh?” I prompt.

She pulls her knees up to her chest again. Her blank stare across the room is back too.

“For my dad.”

The loft seems to get a few degrees colder. I shiver and fight the urge to curl up into a ball myself.

“He plays the drums,” she continues. “He used to be in a band when he was a teenager. He always says he should make a new band, and I…I thought I could be in it.”

The first thing I think is that of fucking course Baron Von Shitstick plays the drums. I can just picture him showing off some dumb little flippy stick trick to Shel after he’s narrowly missed picking her up for a visit.

The second thing I think is that even though I’ve only known her a couple months, I would do anything to take away the pain and hopelessness of the little girl beside me.

“Of course you can be in it!” I urge. “I am sure your papa would love to have you in his band.”

She shakes her head.

“I’m not good enough. I tried to play him a song at Thanksgiving, and I just sucked.” Her voice cracks, and her eyes begin to turn shiny. “I couldn’t remember anything, and I just sat there, and everyone was watching me, and…and…I felt like an idiot.”

She lowers her voice, and I get the sense that ‘idiot’ is another word on the forbidden list.

It would be cute if what she’s saying wasn’t making me feel like all my ribs are cracking.

“I just want him to notice me. Sometimes I think he forgets I’m even there.” She pauses to sniffle again and swipes at her eyes. “He forgets a lot. He’s late all the time, and he doesn’t know my favourite books or my favourite shows or what music I like. He doesn’t even remember to call me Shel and not Shelby anymore, even though I’ve told him, like, a million times.”

I had no idea her full name was Shelby, but even if I had, I can’t imagine calling any kid a name they don’t want to be called.

The thought of someone doing that to their own kid makes me ball my hands into fists while something hot shoots through my bloodstream. I take a few deep breaths through my nose so I don’t end up punching the hay bales.

Thankfully, Shel doesn’t seem to notice. She wraps her coat tighter around herself and buries her face in the collar. I have to lean in a little closer to hear what she says next.

“I don’t know if he even likes me.”

She gasps, and then the tears really start pouring again. Her body shakes like it’s too tiny to hold the force of her sobs.

I feel like the floor is falling out from under me, and all I can do is hold my arms out for her.

She tips over and lands in my lap like an exhausted kitten fished out of a river. I pat her on the back and stroke her pink-tinged hair out of her face while she fights to catch her breath.

“Oh, chérie,” I murmur.

My throat has gone thick, and the edges of my vision are blurring, but I manage to hold myself together. She doesn’t need me crying, even though I can feel her pain like an echo of my own.

It’s a few long minutes before she’s moved on to hiccupping and dabbing at her face with the tissue. I’m pretty sure there’s a large puddle of snot seeping into my jeans, but I don’t care. If I need to be a human Kleenex box for her, I’ll do it.

She sits up and lets out a shuddering sigh. She looks more tired than any ten year-old should have to be.

I know the feeling. I know that weight.

“I’m gonna tell you something, okay?”

She looks up at me, a flicker of something between hope and desperation in her eyes.

I hesitate.

She’s not my kid. I have no idea how Tess would want me to handle this. I could end up crossing a line. That’s the last thing I want after we barely made it through all the line-crossing we did last weekend.

I can’t do nothing, though. I can’t look at this girl, sitting here crying over her dad’s mistakes in the same hayloft where I’d come cry over my own maudit father when I was her age, and give her a bunch of half-baked bullshit instead of something that might actually help.

When I was her age, I just wanted the truth.

“Here is the thing,” I begin. “Grown-ups are dumb. We act like we are so much smarter than kids, but we’re not. In a lot of ways, we get dumber as we get older. We make everything complicated. We do not say what we mean, and we do not act how we feel.”

She scrunches her eyebrows up like I’m speaking in riddles.

“What I am trying to say is that I know your dad loves you,” I explain, “and I know he likes you too. You are a great kid, and anyone would be lucky to be your parent. He knows that. Of course he does, but maybe right now, he’s not acting like it.”

I dig my fingers into the hay bale to keep from making fists again. There’s no maybe here. It sounds like Baron is being an absolute shithead, but it’s not my place to bash her dad in front of her.

Besides, this isn’t about him. It’s about Shel and what she’s going through.

“That hurts. My dad…he forgot a lot too,” I say. “A lot of people would just tell you that your dad is trying his best and that people make mistakes, but I am not going to say that. It just makes everything more confusing.”

Hearing that kind of reassurance never made a difference to me. It felt like all the adults were keeping a secret, because how could my dad love me as much as everyone said if he didn’t treat me the way they told me he was supposed to?

“I do not have it all figured out,” I admit. “Even now. What I know is that it hurts when people who love you let you down again and again. It hurts when they are not the person you need them to be. It hurts when they do not change, and the really hard part is that there are no magic words to make it better. I wish I could tell you something that would make it not hurt anymore, but what I say doesn’t fix it, right?”

She shakes her head and then nestles her chin into the coat’s collar again.

“Yeah,” she says in a quiet voice. “Everybody says he’s trying to do better, but he never does.”

There are a few choice names for Baron tap dancing on the tip of my tongue, but I swallow them down.

“I don’t know your dad, of course,” I say instead. “Maybe he will. I hope he does. I just don’t want to give you more words that won’t help.”

“So what helps?” she asks, her eyes flitting over my face like I’m hiding the answer there. “Does anything help?”

“Your people help.”

I have no idea where the hell that came from. I’m not even sure what I mean, but Shel is blinking up at me like every word is a lifeline I’m throwing her, so I have no choice but to figure it out.

“Your family and your friends,” I explain. “The people who are there, you know?”

I feel like I’ve tapped into some hidden spring inside me, like an underground river breaking the surface. The words gush out like a geyser that’s been waiting to burst for years.

“You have so many people who love you, Shel. You have so many people who are going to show up for you. I know it feels like…like there’s this gap, you know?”

I tap my chest, right over my heart.

“Like every time your dad lets you down, there’s this hole that gets bigger, but you don’t have to let it. You have so many people who can fill that up for you, and maybe it won’t always be a perfect fit, but you don’t have to go around living like you’re empty.”

She places her hand on her chest, mirroring my pose, her fingertips pressing into her sternum.

“That really helps?”

I nod. “It really does.”

She shimmies closer, and without a word, she rests her head on my shoulder.

In that moment, I forget all about gaps and holes and broken promises.

In that moment, I feel like pure gold is pouring into my heart, warm and bright and unbreakable.

It’s heavy, but it’s precious. It feels like a gift I’ve committed to treasuring for the rest of my life.

It’s fucking terrifying.

I go rigid. I don’t even breathe. I sit there and let Shel lean on me while my mind races to figure out what the hell is going on.

She’s not my kid. She’s not my responsibility. She hasn’t even been here that long, but in this moment, I can’t picture a version of this place without her.

Or her mom.

I don’t know what that means.

My head is still spinning when Shel straightens up a few minutes later. She stretches her arms above her head in a way that makes her look just like Tess.

My heart lurches, and so does my stomach.

This is way too much.

I’m not just crossing lines. I’m tearing through them like I’m stuck on a bolting horse with no reins in sight. I’m letting this all mean something I’ve got no business even thinking about.

I have to get back in control.

Shel swings her feet over the edge of the hay bale and stretches her toes out to point the tip of one of her sneakers at her guitar.

“I guess I should just throw this guitar out, huh?”

I shake my head, snapping myself out of the spiral and jumping on the change of topic.

“Quoi?” I demand. “What are you talking about, you goof? You are not throwing this away!”

She gives the instrument a dubious look and shakes her head. “I just learned it to make him like me.”

I push myself to my feet and then bend to grab the guitar by the neck.

“Do you like guitar?” I ask.

I hold the guitar out, the snapped string bobbing like a ribbon, and Shel takes it and settles it on her lap.

“I mean, it’s fun,” she says, tracing her finger along the frets. “I’m just not good at it.”

I plant my hands on my hips. “You don’t have to be good at everything you think is fun. You can just have fun. That is enough.”

She shrugs and then shifts the guitar higher up her lap to fidget with the end of the broken string.

“Listen. Don’t throw the guitar out. I have an extra set of strings in the house,” I tell her. “You can have them. If you like guitar, you should keep playing.”

She stretches the coils of the string out and then lets them snap back into place.

“I don’t know.”

“You wanna know why I learned guitar?” I ask.

She looks up at me. “Why?”

“To make a girl like me.”

Her eyes widen. “Did it work?”

I bark a laugh.

“Pas du tout. She told me I made the guitar sound like a dying cat. Then she told me she was going to prom with somebody else.”

Shel covers her mouth with her hand, her eyes wide, like she’s not sure if she’s allowed to laugh.

“But you know what?” I continue. “I kept playing, and I have a lot of fun with it, even though I am not amazing.”

Shel nods, holding out for half a second before a snort makes her cheeks balloon out behind her hand.

“Do you still sound like a dying cat?”

“Ben là!” I say, waving her question off. “I never sounded like a dying cat. That girl was being dramatic.”

Shel squints like she doesn’t quite trust me, but she lets it slide.

“Okay, so, if I keep playing, maybe you could show me some things?” she asks. “I know where to put my fingers. I just can’t figure out the whole strumming thing.”

I give her an understanding nod. “Strumming is a bi⁠—”

I cut myself off before I can say something that is definitely on the forbidden words list.

“It is hard,” I correct. “Strumming is hard. I will show you a few things.”

She claps her hands and beams at me, the guitar jostling in her lap.

“Yay! Can we do it today?”

I didn’t think I could feel even more relieved to have the afternoon free, but the way her whole face lights up when I nod makes me want to shout one of the prayers of thanks printed on the kitschy knickknacks Maman is always filling the house with.

“Well, first we need to re-string you,” I say. “We can go do that now, and maybe we will have time for a quick lesson before you go to your friend’s house.”

Shel slings the guitar strap over her shoulder and jumps to her feet.

“Oh, right. I forgot I’m going to see Ali today. What time is it?”

I pull my phone out of my pocket and turn the screen on.

“Almost one.” I let out a whistle. “Damn. I mean, darn. We should get up to the house. Your mom will be here soon to drive you.”

Shel scampers off towards the doorway, but before she heads down the stairs, she comes rushing back over to throw her arms around my waist. The guitar thumps against her back and nearly slides off her shoulder, but she doesn’t let go.

“Thank you, Jacinthe,” she mumbles into my jacket.

More molten gold drips into my heart.

I hold her tight.

“Any time, chérie.”

She steps out of the hug and skips off towards the door like she hasn’t just left my whole world spinning.


Chapter 18


Tess



Ionly just have time to dash back down from the hayloft before Shel can appear at the top of the stairs and catch me eavesdropping.

Technically, I’m not sure it counts as eavesdropping. It feels like my parental right to listen in after getting home from work early, coming down to the barnyard to find my kid, and hearing her crying up in the hayloft.

Then again, the time to announce myself was probably when I heard Jacinthe’s voice as I was climbing up the staircase.

I didn’t, though. As soon as I realized the two of them were talking about Baron, I slowed to a crawl and crouched beside the doorway so I could hear as much as possible.

The more I listened, the more I started shaking. I got scared they’d feel the floor vibrating from me trembling so hard, but I couldn’t stop.

Even now, I’m having trouble standing up straight as what feels like wave after wave of emotions crash over me.

Guilt. Grief. Anger. Gratitude. More guilt, and then more guilt again.

I’ve spent Shel’s whole life trying to figure out how to explain her dad to her. I’ve spent countless nights staring up at the ceiling, my mind racing with the frantic urge to find the right combination of words to make everything better.

It turns out what Shel really needs is someone who can understand—in ways I never will, no matter how hard I try.

She needs someone like Jacinthe.

I’m still standing there reeling when Shel pops out onto the landing with her guitar slung over her back. It’s almost too big for her to wear it that way. She looks like a turtle about to get stuck on its shell. Despite the puffy skin under her eyes and the red rim around her nose, she’s beaming like the sun is shining just for her.

I widen my stance to avoid dropping to my knees as a new emotion joins the deluge: relief.

She’s happy. She’s smiling. Despite everything, she’s smiling, and maybe I’m not the person who knew how to put that smile on her face, but it’s there, and right now, that’s all that matters.

“Mom!” she shouts when she spots me. “You’re here!”

“Hi, baby!” I call, lifting my hand in a wave and doing my best to sound cheerful.

“You’re not supposed to be home yet.” She comes barreling down the staircase, the wood creaking even under her slight weight.

It’s a miracle neither of them heard me when I climbed up there.

“What? You’re not happy to see me?” I ask.

I hold my arms out, and she sprints over to throw herself into a quick hug.

“We don’t have to go to Ali’s yet, right?”

I don’t get a chance to answer before she bulldozes through an information dump, explaining all about the broken guitar string and how Jacinthe is going to help. If I hadn’t overheard their whole conversation, I’d be asking her to slow down so I can catch more than three words she’s saying, but I just nod and tell her we’ve still got plenty of time.

“Okay, I better run!” she says, zipping past me to hit the path up to the house.

I turn to watch her go. She makes it a few meters before she pauses to holler over her shoulder.

“Jacinthe! Are you coming?”

A voice from up above me answers.

“Bientôt, ma belle! You go ahead!”

I whip around to face the barn, and there she is. Jacinthe stares down at me from the top of the stairs. She’s wearing a waterproof jacket over her usual blue jeans, the zipper hanging open to reveal a knitted, forest green sweater underneath.

“Oh, salut!” she calls out. “I thought I heard her talking to someone.”

More creaking fills the barnyard as she clomps down the stairs. I open my mouth to try to say something, but no sound comes out.

“You’re back early. Easier job than you thought?”

All I can do is nod as she walks up to me. She narrows her eyes.

“Ça va? You look like you skipped your coffee or something.”

I shake my head and stuff my hands in my coat pockets. “Oh. Uh, just a little out of it today. Sorry.”

She shrugs. “Don’t worry about it. You’ve worked like nine days straight.”

Her gaze flicks up to the sky above us, and I follow the line of her eyes.

“Beautiful day,” she says. “That blue is just crazy. I decided to clean some tack outside to enjoy it.”

She sweeps her arm out, and I notice the saddle trees and bucket set out in front of the barn.

“Shel was practicing guitar up in the loft while I worked, but she snapped a string. She was, uh, pretty upset about it.”

All I manage is a nod.

“We had a good chat, though,” Jacinthe adds. “I, ah, never told you this, but I play a little guitar. I’m gonna help her re-string it and give her some tips for playing. I mean, if that’s okay with you.”

“Oh, of course,” I assure her. “That’s awesome. Thank you so much.”

She presses her lips together in a guilty look.

“I hope you don’t think I was hiding it,” she says. “I should have offered to help her sooner. I’m just, uh, not the best at guitar, and I don’t tell a lot of people I play it. They usually laugh. I guess it is funny: me playing guitar.”

She gestures up and down her body and laughs, like she’s aware she doesn’t fit the stereotypical musician’s demeanor.

“Actually, I thought you would be more surprised,” she says.

“Your mom told me,” I admit, before I can think better of throwing Gabrielle under the bus.

Jacinthe growls, but there’s at least a tinge of fondness to the sound.

“Câlice,” she grumbles. “The woman can’t keep a secret to save her life.”

We stand there scuffing the dirt with our feet as a few moments of awkward silence tick by.

There’s been more of those lately, ever since we kissed. When we’re talking or moving or keeping ourselves busy, things are fine, but in the silence and the stillness, the memory of what’s passed between us hits like the first drops of rain before a storm.

I know what her mouth tastes like.

I know what her lips feel like when they move against mine.

I know the sound she makes in the back of her throat when I graze her skin with my teeth.

She clears her throat and smacks the tops of her thighs.

“Ben, I’m gonna go get that string for Shel.”

She spins on her heels and begins marching up the path. I stare at the line of her shoulders until she pauses and turns to look back at me.

“You coming?”

“Oh. Right. Yes.”

I jog to catch up with her, and we fall into step beside each other.

“You okay?” she asks when we’re almost at the front porch.

“Yes,” I say, just a little too quickly. “I just, um, really appreciate this. Really. Thank you.”

I stop at the bottom of the steps. Jacinthe shrugs and gives me a small smile.

“It’s no trouble. The strings were just gonna sit in my closet.”

I shake my head. “It’s not just the string. You’re helping her with playing too, and…”

My throat gets too thick to go on. I don’t know how to tell her what I heard, or what it meant to me.

She helped my kid in a way I’ve never been able to help her myself. She helped Shel without even being asked. She didn’t have to be told what to say or what to do. She just knew.

Not even Baron just knows. He’s Shel’s father, and I’ve been telling him what to do for her whole life.

“I’m just really grateful,” I finish. “If it’s too much⁠—”

“It’s not too much.”

Jacinthe’s eyes narrow, her voice taking on a hard edge, like she’s angry I even suggested it.

“Shel is a great kid,” she says, softening now. “Who wouldn’t want to hang out with her?”

The lump in my throat is swelling again. I can’t help thinking about Claire, my only ex since Baron, and all the things she said about Shel: how she was around too much, how I clearly didn’t have room in my life for anyone else.

Even when I was at my wit’s end trying to juggle everything, she made me feel like it wasn’t enough.

She made me feel like Shel was a problem.

I’m not dating Jacinthe, of course, but the fact that another adult can so easily accept Shel into her life—not just with grudging acceptance, but with genuine enthusiasm and care—makes me feel like my whole world is shifting on its axis.

“Still,” I say, staring into those brown eyes that stopped me in my tracks the very first time I stepped into this house, “just…thank you.”

The sound of the front door creaking open makes us both jolt.

“Are you coming?” Shel asks, poking her head out and giving us an impatient wave.

I leave the two of them to work on the guitar upstairs and head for the kitchen instead. I still need to put a snack tray together for Shel to take on her play date with Ali. I put all my focus into arranging blocks of cheese and packs of Goldfish crackers.

Once I’ve wrapped up the tray and changed out of my dirt-streaked work clothes, it’s nearly time for us to leave. I give Shel a five-minute warning and bring the food out to the truck.

Jacinthe comes to see her off on the porch. She holds her hand out for a fist bump, and Shel clunks their knuckles together before skipping over to hop into the backseat.

“How did the guitar lesson go?” I ask as I’m pulling out of the driveway.

“It was fun!” she chirps. “We didn’t have time for much, but Jacinthe says I’m better at strumming than I think and that I just need to play with more confidence.”

She bobs her head in a determined nod, like she’s drumming up that confidence as we speak.

“That’s great,” I say. “Seems like you two had a good morning together?”

She nods again. “We did. Jacinthe is really cool. I’m so glad we met her.”

I keep my gaze fixed on the highway as my pulse surges like someone’s squeezed a fist around my heart.

“Me too.”

Shel doesn’t mention the conversation about her father, and she looks so pumped up from the guitar lesson that I decide to save it for another time.

It’s a twenty minute drive out to where Ali’s family lives. I’ve already spoken to his mother on the phone a couple times, but I still insist on going to the door with Shel despite her telling me how uncool that is.

It’s a cute little house surrounded by forest. Both of Ali’s parents are part of the La Cloche artists’ community. His mother is a photographer, and his father does some kind of metal working.

Shel fidgets with the zipper of her coat while we stand waiting on the doorstep. Her mouth is a tight line. The high of the guitar lesson seems to have worn off enough for her to remember how nervous she’s been about this play date.

“You’re gonna do great, baby,” I tell her, ruffling her hair. “You two are going to have so much fun.”

Ali’s mother, Jamilla, swings the door open a second later.

“Hello, new friends!” she says, swishing her waist-length, jet-black braid over her shoulder. “Come in, come in.”

I was planning on a quick drop-off, but Jamilla already has tea and coffee ready. She thanks me about fifty times for the snack plate before we’ve even sat down at the small round table in a corner of the sunny kitchen.

The kids are already long gone, headed for a fort in the woods Shel has been dying to see. I sip my tea, the warm spices of the chai a perfect complement to the crisp fall day, and try to focus on what Jamilla is saying without zoning out to think about Jacinthe.

I haven’t made many mom friends. Even back in Guelph, I always felt awkward at the typical mommy meet-ups. No one expects an aggressively butch lesbian at those things, and even though I was always welcomed, the inevitable moment of recalibration people had to do when I showed up set me apart in a way I couldn’t shake.

Jamilla wasn’t fazed to see me at all, so I sit up a little straighter in my chair, take one of the biscuits she offers me, and order myself not to screw up this opportunity.

We spend a half hour discussing our jobs, my move to La Cloche, and how we both think the principal at the kids’ school has an uncanny resemblance to Bart Simpson.

“It’s the forehead,” Jamilla says, both of us cackling.

“Really? I think it’s his eyes,” I counter, “or maybe it’s just his outfits. Does he even own anything other than blue pants and white shirts?”

We’re still laughing when she walks me back to the front door. Shel is staying for dinner, and Jamilla invites me to do the same, but I know Shel would be mortified if I hung around for her entire play date.

“You’re adjusting okay, though?” Jamilla asks while I’m pulling my coat on. “To life in La Cloche?”

“I am,” I answer. “Much faster than I thought, actually. Like, scarily fast, if I’m being honest.”

She lets out a chuckle that’s more understanding than I expected.

“I know exactly what you mean. This place, it’s…”

She sweeps her arm out like she’s trying to capture everything: the rolling mountains painted in a kaleidoscope of rich autumn hues, the tiny town bursting with art and life, the winding country roads that always seem to lead to adventure, and above it all, that beckoning dome of bright blue sky.

“It’s like it takes hold of you,” Jamilla says. “For some people, it’s just a cute two-hour stop on a road trip, but for others, for us, it’s like La Cloche reaches out and grabs you by the heart.”

Without thinking, I place a hand on my chest, pressing my palm to my sternum.

“I think you’re right,” I say.

She chuckles again. “I guess that means I’ll be seeing you for tea again sometime soon?”

We make some vague plans to meet up in town next week before I finally head out the door. I switch the radio on to drive back to La Grange Rouge, but my thoughts are too jumbled to enjoy the music, and I end up driving in silence.

Jamilla’s words echo in my head.

It’s like La Cloche reaches out and grabs you by the heart.

I can feel that grip tightening a little more every day. Even though I desperately wanted a place for me and Shel to belong, I know it should scare me to feel so tethered this fast.

I am scared. I’m supposed to be rational. I’m supposed to keep a clear head and be ready to make tough decisions for my family. I can’t do that if my feelings are galloping fifty miles ahead of my thoughts.

Still, I can’t bring myself to slow down. It feels good to fit in like this, for everything to be so easy, so right. I don’t just feel tied to La Cloche; I feel anchored. I feel like all the doubts that have latched onto every decision I’ve made since Shel was born might slink away into the night if we stayed here long enough.

It’s too conflicting. It’s like my head and my heart are scattered planets orbiting in a crash-course collision around a single point of gravity with the power to explode it all.

Jacinthe.

She’s the rogue part of the equation. She’s the element I can’t control.

By the time I get back to La Grange Rouge, I know I have to talk to her. We can’t go on like this. The whole ‘ignore the kiss’ plan isn’t working. I have no idea what Plan B is, but I have to at least try to figure this out.

Gabrielle’s car is still gone when I pull up at the house. Jacinthe is down in the yard working on her tack cleaning. She lifts her head from where she’s bent over a saddle when she hears me coming.

I have no idea what my expression looks like, but it’s enough to make her eyes widen and keep her from calling out a greeting. Instead, she just stares.

I stride across the barnyard, the gravel crunching under my feet, until I’m standing right in front of her.

“We need to figure this out.”

Jacinthe sets down her sponge, her face shifting from surprised to cautious.

“Figure what out?”

I jab my finger at her and then at myself.

“Us.”

She gulps hard enough that I see her throat bob.

“What do you mean?”

“You know what I mean.”

I can’t back down. I can’t run away. I have to take this thing between us head-on and wrestle it to the ground.

“Ever since that night…”

I drag my gaze up from her lips to her eyes. Now is not the time to think about how soft her mouth is.

“Since then,” I begin again, “I’ve been trying to go back to normal, like we said, but there was never a normal for us, was there?”

She inhales like she’s about to argue, but then she shakes her head.

“No.”

I plant my feet a little wider and prop my fist on my hip.

“So I need us to figure out what the hell to do with that, because…”

I glance around at the barn, the fields, and the horses that are already starting to feel like old friends.

“Because I don’t know if I can give this place up, and I don’t think I could do that to Shel either. I heard you talking in the hayloft,” I admit.

Jacinthe’s eyes flare wide all over again. She holds her hands up like she’s surrendering.

“I’m sorry,” she blurts. “I’m sorry if I said the wrong thing, or too much, or whatever. I didn’t mean to⁠—”

“You didn’t say anything wrong,” I interrupt.

I take a deep breath, and then I tell her the truth.

“You said everything right. You helped her in a way I can’t, and that’s hard for me to handle, but I’d never let it stop me from wanting her to have someone in her life who understands her so well.”

We’re quiet for a moment, just the rustle of wind in the tree branches filling the silence as the solemnity of my words washes over us both.

“Being here, in this town, at this house…it’s good for her,” I explain. “It’s good for her in ways I was scared to even hope for. I’m still scared. I’m scared it won’t work out. I’m scared I’m going to ruin it for her. I’m scared I won’t be able to do what I have to do.”

My voice cracks, my resolve crumbling. I squeeze my eyes shut like that will somehow bring it back.

I hear Jacinthe step closer.

“What do you have to do?”

I can hear her breathing now—short, sharp bursts, like she’s fighting the same pressure squeezing me from all sides.

“I have to stop…wanting you like this.”

She stops breathing altogether, and so do I. I’ve still got my eyes closed, but it’s almost like I can feel the vibrations of her body even from here, like a magnet tugging on my senses.

My body is screaming at me to crash into her, while my judgment is urging me to run the other way and never look back.

She takes another step.

“I think about it too,” she murmurs. There’s a husky edge to her voice that makes me shiver. “That night. I try to stop, but Christ, just seeing you every day…it makes it really fucking difficult.”

The curses on her lips sound delicious, like liquor locked in a bottle I’ve been ordered not to drink.

“I’m scared of that too,” I whisper. “I’m scared of what happens…if we can’t stop.”

My hands are desperate to reach for her. My mouth is aching to taste her again. I can feel the heat between my legs spreading across my skin.

She’s a fire, and I’ve run out of ways to put her out.

I was supposed to be stronger than this. I was supposed to be smarter.

All of a sudden, a sob lodges in my throat.

“I’m just so fucking scared, Jacinthe.”

A tremble wracks my body. My knees shake, threatening to give out under me, and a split-second later, I’m in her arms.

She holds me tight. She keeps me standing.

“I know,” she murmurs, one of her hands pressing between my shoulder blades as another shuddering sob rips out of me. “I know.”

I don’t know how long we stand there. At some point, it gets easier to breathe. Her hand is rubbing circles on my back now. At first, the sensation is soothing, but soon, a prickling awareness spreads from the heat of her palm.

We haven’t touched at all since that night, and now we’re chest to chest, arms encircled around each other like a knot pulled tight.

I sigh, and she shivers when my breath hits her neck.

Her other hand finds the small of my back. Mine slide to her hips.

I feel like I’m in a dream, like everything has gone hazy and blurred.

“Why do you feel so good?” I murmur. “It’s only been a couple months. Why do I already need this so bad?”

Her hands fist the back of my shirt.

“I don’t know.” Her husky voice has turned hoarse now. “I don’t understand it either.”

“I wish we could…”

I tighten my grip on her hips and press into her, grinding like an animal. It’s primal and desperate enough to make my face flare with shame, but the friction sends a wash of relief coursing through me.

That only lasts a second before the desire comes roaring back to life, even stronger than before.

Jacinthe gasps in my ear, and I know if I don’t stop this now, I’m going to back her up against the wall of the barn and fuck her right here in the yard.

It’s a damning thought. The image of her head thrown back and her fingers clawing my shoulders is enough to send a stabbing jolt of need ricocheting through me with so much force it hurts.

I stumble backwards, releasing my hold on her.

We face each other, wide-eyed and panting, like survivors of the same explosion.

“I just can’t…”

I start pacing, tugging on my hair as I fight to find even a thread of sense somewhere inside me.

“I can’t see a future where this works out. I can’t put that much at risk, but I can’t keep going like this either.” I shake my head, my boots skidding in the gravel as I whirl around to face her. “I’ll go crazy, I swear. Wanting you this bad all the time. I’ll lose it.”

Her jacket is rumpled, her face flushed. She looks as desperate as I feel.

“I think I am already losing it,” she says.

She takes a step closer.

I do the same. It’s like I have no choice. It’s like there’s nowhere else to go except to her.

We stop when we’re just inches apart. Her gaze drops to my mouth. I watch her watch me. The hunger on her face is almost threatening, like she’d tear me apart with her teeth if I moved any closer.

I lean in.

Her fingertips brush my wrist.

“I need…”

Her voice is ragged. Her grip slides up my arm.

I close my eyes again. The dreamy haze is back. The whole world turns thick and slow.

“Just touch me,” I say, my eyelids fluttering when her palm cups the back of my neck. “Just like that.”

Maybe if I let myself have this, the electric tingle of her thumb tracing the top of my spine, I can forget about needing more.

“You feel so fucking good,” she mutters. “What if we just…?”

She trails off, her thumb going still. I crack my eyes open.

“Just what?”

She shakes her head. “No, it’s a stupid idea.”

“Tell me.”

She lets go of me, dropping her arm back to her side, and it’s almost like the sun itself grows darker.

Everything is brighter when she touches me.

She stuffs her hands in her pockets and takes a few deep breaths to steady herself.

“We both do not have room in our lives for relationships, right?”

My brain is sluggish enough it takes me a moment to process her question. Then I nod.

“Right.”

“And we know this is too complicated to work.”

She gestures between us. I wince at the finality of the statement, but again, I nod.

“Right.”

She opens her mouth and then snaps it shut, grinding her jaw for a second before she gets to the next part.

“But we can’t stop…wanting each other.”

My gaze flicks up and down her body. “No. We can’t stop.”

She licks her lips. “So what if we just…had each other?”

Somehow, all it takes is that one phrase to make my throat go dry.

“Just…just this,” she adds, staring at my mouth again. “Nothing else.”

Just this.

Just her skin and her sweat and those soft pink lips gasping my name.

It’s nothing and everything all at once.

“You’re right,” I say. “That is an incredibly stupid idea.”

She takes a faltering step back, like I’ve slapped her.

“I’m sorry,” she babbles. “I should not have even said⁠—”

“It’s stupid,” I cut in, “but I don’t know what the fuck else we’re supposed to do.”

I clamp my hand around her wrist and pull until her mouth crashes against mine.


Chapter 19


Jacinthe



“Do you want to go inside or something?”

I don’t know how I manage to talk with my hands under Tess’s shirt and her mouth locked on my neck, but somehow, I ask her the question.

We’re up against the side of the barn, Tess with her back to the wall and me pressed against her. I’m not sure how we got over here. I’m not sure what’s happening at all, but I sure as hell don’t plan on stopping.

“No,” Tess grunts before scraping me with her teeth.

I sigh—both from the teeth-scraping and the relief of not having to move.

If we leave this spot, one of us might come to our senses, and right now, I’d do anything to stay in this moment where sense doesn’t seem to matter anymore.

All that matters is the way she feels.

The way she tastes.

The way her hips buck against mine as her body begs for more.

She’s already chucked her jacket somewhere on the ground. I start sliding her Henley shirt up her stomach until my thumbs brush the band of her sports bra.

“This okay?” I ask, glancing up at her until she nods.

Her lips are a little swollen from when I sucked the bottom one between my teeth a few minutes ago. Her eyes are just hazy slits. I keep watching them as I lift her shirt up.

The cold air has her nipples hard enough that I can see them even through the thick material of her sports bra.

“Tu aimes ҫa?” I ask, hesitating instead of cupping her chest. “You like to be touched here?”

She nods again, and the desperate little bobs of her chin make me want to rip every piece of clothing off her right here in the yard, frigid air and potential peeping Toms in the forest be damned.

Instead, I take one of her hands and guide her to hold her shirt up for me so I can flick my thumbs over her nipples.

She moans, and I want to capture the sound in my mouth. I want to swallow her. I want every piece of herself she’ll give me, and I want it all dripping down my throat.

“Fuck,” I mutter. “You do not know what you do to me, ma chère.”

I’ve never called her ‘my dear’ before. It’s not like it’s all that weird. In French, we say it all the time, but my cheeks still heat up as I wonder if she’ll think the words are too sweet for what this is.

Just this.

Tess’s eyes are completely shut now, her mouth hanging open. She looks too far gone to give a single flying fuck what I call her, and that makes a thrill of satisfaction shoot through me, burning away the doubt so I can focus on what’s important again.

What’s important is figuring out exactly what makes Tess Tully melt in my hands.

I keep teasing her nipples, stroking and swirling my thumbs over her sports bra while my lips find their way to her collarbones. As annoying as it is to be so much shorter than her, we do have the perfect height difference for me to put her tits in my mouth.

“May I?” I ask, hooking my finger under the band of the bra.

She lets out a throaty chuckle, her eyes still squeezed shut.

“So polite,” she rasps. “You can do whatever you want as long as you keep touching me.”

Another thrill skitters across my skin. If it weren’t for the clear blue sky above us, I’d swear there was lightning on the way.

I shove the bra up her chest until her tits spring free.

I can’t stop myself from gasping. I must look like a teenager who’s never seen boobs before, but she’s so damn perfect all I can do is gawk at her with my jaw hanging slack.

Her nipples are a dusky rose colour, the hard peaks stiffening even more as goose bumps break out along her skin. Pale, silvery stretch marks along the sides of her breasts flash in the sun like the wavy lines in a polished piece of quartz.

“They’re, uh, not as perky as they used to be.”

I manage to tear my gaze away and find Tess giving me an embarrassed look.

“Having a kid will do that to you, but saggy or not, they⁠—”

“Tais-toi.”

I nearly snap at her as I tell her to shut up. I could probably be more polite, but I can’t stand another second of anything but praise to the heavens for gifting this earth with her body.

“They are perfect,” I say, tracing a fingertip up her sternum. “You are perfect.”

I wince as the words slip out.

‘Ma chère’ might have been toeing the line, but calling her perfect is definitely crossing it.

“Your body is perfect,” I rush to add. “These are the best tits I have ever seen. Eleven out of ten, you know?”

She gives me a nervous laugh. “Wow. High praise.”

I raise an eyebrow. “I’ll show you high praise.”

Then I bend my head and drag my lips down the top of her breast until I’m closing them around her nipple.

She gasps. I palm her other breast at the same time as I start sucking, and I smile against her skin when I hear the satisfying thunk of her head dropping back against the wall.

“So good,” she pants.

I give her a few flicks with my tongue, and she uses the hand that’s not busy holding up her shirt to thread her fingers into my hair. She tugs hard when I go back to sucking, muttering curses under her breath.

“Harder,” she moans. “I need to stop thinking. I need you to go as hard as you can.”

She doesn’t have to tell me twice.

I pinch her other nipple between my fingers and suck so hard my cheeks hollow out. She yelps and squirms, but when I try to ease off, she growls at me to keep going.

Her hips are rocking in a steady pace. I slide one of my thighs between them and lean into her.

“God, yes,” she gasps.

She starts riding my leg, bucking and jerking against me in a frenzy. Part of me wants to straighten up so I can watch her. I’m sure she looks fucking beautiful, but she’s chanting for more from my mouth. I stay bent over her chest, switching sides with my mouth and hand.

Her nipple is still wet from my tongue. I circle it with my finger, just long enough to get her mewling with desperation before I pinch her hard again.

“Comme ҫa?” I ask. “You like it rough?”

“Yes,” she moans. “Give it to me. Fuck, Jacinthe.”

I slide my knee farther up the wall, shifting the pressure of my leg until I hit an angle that makes her yank on my hair and pull my face so tight against her it’s a struggle to keep breathing.

Not that I care. Everyone dies someday, and in this moment, I can’t think of a better way to leave this world than face-first in Tess Tully’s tits.

She shifts her thrusts to a circular motion, grinding herself on me. Using me. Taking everything I give her.

“Don’t stop,” she moans.

Her breathing gets heavier, her chest heaving underneath me. Her movements get more and more erratic.

“That’s it,” I urge. “Just like that.”

I keep going for a few more minutes, easing the pressure of my leg on and off while she grinds, until I feel her muscles begin to clench.

“I’m. So. Close,” she pants.

“Come for me,” I order. “Come right here. Right now. Where anyone could see you. Show me how fucking bad you need it.”

I realize I’ve switched to speaking French, but it doesn’t seem to matter. If anything, my encouragement works even better like that.

Tess mumbles something about how sexy I sound, her words slurring together. I keep urging her on.

“I need you to fucking come, Tess. I need to feel how you squeeze my leg when you let go for me. Use me. Take what you need and come.”

She cries out, her sharp yelp echoing through the yard. Her body tenses, squeezes, and then she’s coming for me. She shakes and gasps and nearly sobs from the force of the release.

I hold her steady, keeping her pinned against the wall. I slow my work with my mouth to gentle licks and then kisses I trail up from her chest to her neck to the soft skin just below her ear.

“Ça va,” I murmur. “Tout va bien. I’ve got you.”

She lets out a long, shaky breath. Her head droops onto my shoulder.

She starts trembling, and my pulse races as I wonder if she’s crying, but then she makes a choked sound that’s way closer to a guffaw than a sob.

“Are you…laughing?”

She tries to speak, but all that comes out is a squeak that’s followed by a few frantic giggles.

I’d think it was cute if I weren’t so confused.

“You just…just…” she chokes out. “You just made me come without even taking my pants off. How the fuck does that happen?”

I slump with relief but keep pressing her to the wall, just in case she can’t hold herself up yet.

It was a pretty damn powerful orgasm, if I do say so myself.

“It’s my knees,” I say, wriggling between her thighs. “I have the sexiest knees in Québec. No woman can resist them.”

“You’re ridiculous,” she tells me.

That doesn’t stop her from sighing as she grinds down on my leg one last time.

We both freeze at the sound of a car out on the highway. We whip our heads around like we’ve been caught in a searchlight, watching as the car keeps moving instead of turning into the driveway.

“Merde,” I say. “I thought it was my mom or something.”

Tess’s mouth presses into a thin line. “Right. Yeah. We’re kind of, uh, exposed, aren’t we?”

We break apart so Tess can pull her clothes back into place.

“So, uh, what do we do now?” she asks.

For a second, all I can think about is pushing her back up against the barn and showing her exactly what we can do now. I’m still aching for her, even more now that I know what she sounds like when she lets go. My whole body is burning with the need to make her do it again.

“Maman probably will be home any minute,” I admit, “so maybe we should, ah, be not outside?”

Tess’s grim expression cracks into a slight smile.

“Not outside. Got it.”

She leads the way inside the barn, and we end up in the tack room, leaning up against some saddle racks while we stare at one another.

Tess’s face is still flushed, and her shirt is a little crooked under her jacket. I can’t tell if I want to lean over and straighten it out for her or just rip the whole damn thing off and see if she’d let me bend her over the saddle and slip my hand between her legs.

I clear my throat.

“Was that, uh, okay with you?”

“I think you saw just how okay it was,” she answers. “I’m only slightly mortified that I got off like that. As you know, it’s been…a while…since I’ve been with anyone. I forgot…”

She trails off, her eyes taking on a hazy sheen. She runs one of her hands along the edge of the saddle, tracing the lines of the stitching.

“I forgot how good it feels to just let go like that,” she says. “I forgot what it’s like to stop worrying about everything for five damn minutes and just be…me.”

My chest tightens like her words are wrapping around my ribs.

“That’s how it felt for me too,” I admit.

I hear her breath catch. “It did?”

“Yeah. I don’t get to just…be me very often.”

We stare each other down, and it feels like something silent passes between us, like we’re an open telephone line even when we aren’t speaking into the receiver.

“Maybe this could be good for us,” Tess says slowly, like she’s trying to convince herself as much as me. “Maybe we just need to blow off some steam. I mean, it makes sense, right? We understand each other’s situations, and we’re attracted to each other, so maybe we could just…hook up?”

She grimaces and shakes her head before I get a chance to answer.

“It sounds naïve, doesn’t it?” she asks. “You’re still my landlord, and⁠—”

“I am not your landlord,” I cut in. My stomach drops at the thought of her believing I might play that card. “It’s not my name on the lease, and I can’t make you⁠—”

“Okay, well, your mom is,” she interrupts, “and I still live in your house. This could still mess my whole life up.”

I wish I could tell her where she lives doesn’t matter, but I know how this looks for her. I know what she’s scared of. I just wish I could make her understand she doesn’t have to be.

“Tess, you are not getting kicked out of the house for something as ridiculous as hooking up with me.”

Even saying it out loud feels ridiculous. I try to picture what it would take to make me dump her and Shel on the street, and I can’t come up with a single thing.

“Or even not wanting to hook up with me,” I add. “If you told me right now that was the worst sex of your life and you think I have BO so bad you need to go barf in the muck pile, you still would not get kicked out of the house. Whatever happens with…with this…”

I pause and gesture between us.

“It’s not going to affect that,” I tell her. “Yeah, I think you’re hot as fuck, and I would really love to see you naked sometime, but I still respect you, d’accord? I respect you a lot. What you do or do not want with me doesn’t change that. I promise.”

I step around the saddle I’ve been leaning on and move close enough to focus on the green of her eyes.

I don’t say anything else, but every inch of me is screaming into that open line between us, begging her to believe me.

“Thank you,” she murmurs. “I…I want to trust that.”

We stand like that for another few seconds before she adds, “And I want to see you naked too.”

A rush of heat sweeps through me. I swallow, and I watch Tess’s gaze drop to my throat.

She raises her hands to press her fingertips to her temples.

“God, what’s wrong with me?” Her voice is hoarse. “I just can’t stop with you. I really can’t, Jacinthe. I don’t think it matters whether this is stupid or not. I think I just have to have you again.”

It hits me then: how her anglo pronunciation of my name annoyed me the first time I heard it, and now I think it might be one of the sexiest sounds in the world.

“You can have me.”

I take a step towards her, and then another, until I can plant my hands on the saddle she’s standing behind.

We’re close enough to kiss. She sucks her bottom lip between her teeth and then releases it, leaving the pink skin shiny with spit.

“Câlice, Tess,” I hiss. “You can have me whenever you fucking want.”

That’s when the sound of a car door slamming up at the house echoes through the yard.

We spring away from each other like a SWAT team just repelled down into the barn. Tess lets out a shaky breath.

“This is honestly…overwhelming,” she says.

My hands flex as I try to figure out if I should reach for her or not.

She needs someone to steady her.

I don’t know if that’s supposed to be me.

“Look,” she says. “Shel is staying late at school on Tuesday. They’re doing some kind of volunteer project with the kids. I don’t pick her up until seven. What if we just…went somewhere? To talk this over?”

She begins to shiver. I watch as she crosses her arms over her chest to clutch her upper arms.

I step up beside her, hovering my hands just over her shoulders.

She closes the gap and leans into my touch.

“I know a place,” I tell her.


Chapter 20


Tess



“Your place is…a pumpkin patch?”

I twist in my seat to face Jacinthe when she cuts the engine of the truck. We’re in a roped-off field being used as a parking lot for a place labeled Verger Tremblay on the hand-painted sign out by the road.

Dusk is already setting in, painting the sky with streaks of purple. There are only a handful of other cars in the lot. We’re somewhere between La Cloche and Saint-Jovite, but I lost track of our location once we turned off the main highway.

“Ben ouais, it is,” Jacinthe says as she unclips her seatbelt. “It is also an apple farm, but it’s too late in the season for that.”

I try not to smile as I refrain from telling her the correct term is ‘apple orchard.’

“Are we…picking pumpkins?” I ask.

She shakes her head and looks at me like I’m crazy.

“Non. We are getting a drink.”

She hops out of the truck, and I follow after her, hoping this will all start making sense soon. We walk along a well-trodden path through the field and a thin line of trees before my curiosity is satisfied.

A scene straight out of a Hallmark movie is waiting for us. Strings of patio lights are stretched over a clearing with weathered old barrels and rustic stools set out as tables. There’s a log cabin with smoke curling out of the chimney and a sign that simply reads BAR posted over one of the windows, where a plank of wood has been tacked onto the side of the house like a makeshift rail for ordering.

A huge antique tractor coated in flaking red paint is set up as an autumnal display, with big baskets of pink and orange mums resting on its hood, along with a slightly creepy scarecrow perched in the seat. A tinny-sounding French song is playing out of a speaker hooked under the edge of the cabin’s roof. There are only a couple occupied tables, where the patrons are drinking what look like pints of cider.

“What is this place?”

My voice is hushed, like the whole spectacle in front of me might flutter away on fairy wings if I talk too loud.

“It’s Le Verger Tremblay,” Jacinthe answers.

Despite trying to stay quiet, I still snort.

“I know that,” I tell her. “It was on the sign, but like, what is it? A pumpkin patch and a bar?”

She nods. “Exactement. Now you’re getting it. The Tremblays run it every fall. Well, the West Tremblays. The East Tremblays don’t have anything to do with it anymore.”

I chuckle when she doesn’t get into any more detail than that. It’s a La Cloche-ism I’ve noticed more and more the longer I’ve been here: if you’re a resident, everyone in town assumes you already know everybody else’s business.

It’s been flattering, albeit extremely confusing, to realize I’m being taken into the small town fold like that.

“So why here?” I ask. “I mean, it’s lovely, don’t get me wrong, but we’re kind of in the middle of nowhere.”

She lifts a finger and winks at me.

That shouldn’t be enough to make my stomach do a back flip, but it does.

“Exactement,” she repeats. “I knew it would be empty this time of day, and besides, no one from La Cloche would be stupid enough to buy pumpkins this close to Halloween. Only the shitty small ones will be left.”

“Ah. So this is about secrecy.”

I sound offended, but really, my mind is just racing with the realization that this is exactly the path I’ve chosen to walk down: hiding in covert locations and looking over our shoulders while we try to avoid everyone we know.

I haven’t told a soul about what happened on Saturday. My mom could tell something was up during one of our regular chats last night, but I couldn’t even give her a parent-proof version of my predicament.

I can’t even call it a predicament. It’s just a reckless, chaotic, wildly naïve series of choices I keep making simply because my brain now turns into a scrambled, horny, and defenseless pile of mush whenever Jacinthe Gauthier-Laframboise looks my way.

“I did not mean to upset you,” Jacinthe says, her face turning stricken. “I just thought⁠—”

“No, no, I’m not upset,” I tell her. “This is great. You picked a good spot. I just, uh, think I could really use one of those ciders.”

I nod over at the nearest group of drinkers.

“Of course,” she says, still looking doubtful. “I will get them. You find us a table.”

I head straight for the barrel farthest from all of the occupied tables and settle myself on one of the stools. I can smell the smoke from the chimney in the air. My thoughts drift back to Thanksgiving night and the way Jacinthe’s dark eyes looked catching the flicker of the bonfire.

That must be when this all started, but the more tangled the threads between us become, the more I’m starting to wonder if maybe I was already long past the point of no return.

If I’d known what was coming for me from the start, maybe I could have stopped it. Maybe I could have put my walls up and blocked her out, but how was I supposed to know the woman covered in horse shit and running screaming after a donkey was going to end up being the best kisser I’ve ever met?

By the time Jacinthe marches over with our pints balanced in her hands, I’m still sifting through the past couple months, searching for the moment when I could have turned back.

She sets the drinks down on top of the barrel before hopping up into her stool. She’s short enough that it’s a bit of a leap, and her struggle to wiggle into the seat is so adorable it steals my breath for a second.

“These look great,” I tell her once I can speak. “Thanks.”

“It’s the Tremblay special,” she says, taking hold of her glass. “They make it themselves, from the apples here. It’s not on the menu because, you know, laws and stuff, but I know them well enough to score.”

She winks again, and I wonder if I’m going to have to ask her to stop doing that.

There’s no way to think straight when she’s winking at me, and we’re supposed to be here to talk things out like calm and rational adults.

I take a sip and immediately pull the glass away from my mouth to squint at the golden liquid.

“Damn!” I say. “That’s good. They really make this?”

Jacinthe gives me a satisfied smirk. “One of the best ciders in the province. You are lucky.”

The smirking is as dangerous as the winking. Despite being spectacular enough to warrant savoring, I begin gulping the cider down like it’s water, just to give myself something to do besides gawk at Jacinthe.

“We should talk,” I say, a little breathless when I finally slam the half-empty glass down.

Jacinthe gives the pint a wide-eyed look.

“We should,” she agrees.

I open and close my mouth a few times. The cider can’t be that powerful, but I already feel like I’m losing my motor skills.

Maybe that’s just because I haven’t let myself be this close to her since Saturday, at the barn. Even when doing chores together, I’ve kept us several meters apart. I couldn’t risk a repeat encounter with her knee until we’d had a chance to talk, but now the talking is feeling a lot less necessary than dragging her down to the pumpkin patch and giving her a taste of what she gave me.

I tighten my grip on my glass and order myself to calm the hell down, but before I get the chance, a trill of laughter steals my attention.

I look over my shoulder and see two women are coming up the path that must lead to the pumpkin picking area. Their arms are laden with a few small and squashed-looking pumpkins, and they keep giggling and bumping into each other’s shoulders like they’re on a first date.

My heart warms at the sight of queer love in the wild and then immediately freezes over when I realize I recognize them.

“Esti de chriss de tabarnak,” Jacinthe hisses, followed by a second string of curse words too quick for me to catch.

“I thought you said there’s no way anyone from La Cloche would be here?” I demand.

Jacinthe groans. “I said no one from La Cloche would be stupid enough to be here, but maybe my best friend is an idiot.”

We don’t move from our seats, and for a moment, I think we’re going to get lucky enough to escape Natalie and Brooke’s notice.

Natalie’s fluffy mane of brown hair is as voluminous as ever. She’s wearing the typical La Cloche lesbian uniform of boots, blue jeans, and a flannel sticking out under her jacket. Brooke is her usual sophisticated self in a pair of sleek black leggings and a pea coat.

“Stay very still,” Jacinthe mutters, her lips barely moving. “Ah, shit. They’re getting a drink.”

I scan the trees behind Jacinthe and try to determine if there’s a chance we could make a break for it.

Then comes a delighted squeal of greeting.

“Jacinthe!” Brooke calls out. “What are you doing here?”

Jacinthe’s face goes pale. I turn around and find Brooke striding towards us, arms still laden with the tiny pumpkins.

“Oh! Hi, Tess!” she adds. “Wow. Natalie said this place would be empty. We didn’t even know if it would be open this late. You’re the last people I would have expected to see.”

“Same to you, Brooke,” Jacinthe quips.

I can hear the strain in her voice, but Brooke doesn’t seem to notice.

“Mind if we join you?”

She takes a few steps closer before faltering, a doubtful look crossing her face.

“Or would you rather be alone?” Her gaze darts between the two of us. “You look, uh, cozy over there.”

Jacinthe slides right off her stool, dropping onto her feet and taking a step back from the barrel like even sitting at the same table as me would be scandal-worthy.

“No. Nope. Not cozy,” she barks. “Just having a drink.”

Brooke only slightly raises her eyebrows, but I still feel my face heating up.

“Sit,” Jacinthe orders. “You should join. I will help Natalie with the drinks. No way are they going to give Tremblay cider to an anglo like her.”

She marches off, arms swinging like she’s heading into battle. Brooke and I are left staring at each other.

“Uh, let me help you with those,” I say, gesturing at the pumpkins.

I get to my feet, and the two of us settle the pumpkins on top of the barrel next to ours. Jacinthe wasn’t lying; it really does look like the only options left were the absolute dregs of the season. The pumpkins are barely any bigger than grapefruits, and they all have big dents and scaly patches.

“Don’t judge me, okay?” Brooke jokes. “This is all they had in the patch. Besides, I kind of think they have character.”

I tap my chin and pretend to be appraising her selections. “You know, I think you’re right.”

We’re joined by Jacinthe, whose face still looks like a storm cloud as she carries over another couple pints, and Natalie, who deposits her load of similarly afflicted pumpkins next to Brooke’s.

“Pathetic,” Jacinthe says, clucking her tongue as she looks the pile over.

“Don’t be mean,” Natalie chides. “We haven’t even carved them yet.”

Jacinthe scoffs. “Do you even have room to carve them? There is space for, like, one eye on those things.”

I hold my hands up. “Ladies, please. Let us live in peace about the pumpkins and enjoy our fine ciders together.”

Brooke, who’s already seated at the table, leans over and snatches her pint from Jacinthe.

“Hear, hear!” she cheers.

We all get settled, and I make the mistake of asking Brooke and Natalie what they’re doing at the pumpkin patch so late on a Tuesday night before realizing that means opening myself up to the exact same question.

“We’ve been meaning to go for weeks,” Brooke explains. “We were going to come this afternoon after Natalie finished her shift at the inn, but then…”

She trails off and shares a sidelong glance with Natalie that gets the two of them grinning like schoolyard crushes all over again.

“But then we, um, lost track of time,” Natalie finishes.

Jacinthe makes a show out of groaning and rolling her eyes, but I can’t help smiling along with them. For two people who apparently went through a hell of a lot to end up together, they sure seem to be living the queer dream now.

“So, what about you two?” Brooke asks, snapping me out of my daze.

Jacinthe and I share a covert look of our own, but it’s filled with silent panic instead of blissful adoration.

“We’re, um, picking up my daughter,” I say on a whim. “She’s at an after-school thing in Saint-Jovite, but we ended up with some time to kill, and Jacinthe had been telling me about this legendary Tremblay cider, so we decided to stop by since it’s on the way.”

We really are going to pick up Shel after this. I latch onto the half-truth and hope it’s enough to sound convincing.

I catch Natalie squinting at Jacinthe, but she doesn’t say anything about it.

“I still need to meet your daughter properly,” Brooke says to me. “I only saw her way back at Balsam Inn’s grand opening.”

“Oh, for sure,” I answer. “I think I’ve heard you have a corgi? As long as you bring a pet along, Shel will adore you. She’s a huge animal lover.”

Brooke keeps the conversation going with some chatter about the senior corgi she adopted a few years ago and how well she gets along with the giant bloodhound Natalie’s family owns. She even shows me some photos on her phone to prove it.

I smile and coo over the photos, but I barely register what she’s saying. Most of my brain is busy whirring through a million ways this surprise meeting could have gone worse.

Jacinthe and I could have been sitting too close, or staring too hard, or even just leaning over the table towards each other at a suspiciously intimate angle.

We could have blown our cover before we’ve even decided what it is we’re covering up.

“What did you get up to today, Tess?”

I blink and straighten up at the sound of my name, vaguely aware that the conversation has now shifted to discussing all our days.

“Oh, I, uh, had a few farms to drive out to,” I answer. “Just some basic trims and shoeing. Nothing too exciting.”

Brooke and Natalie admit they both have no idea what being a farrier is like, and I end up answering a long string of questions about what my work while they listen with rapt attention.

“You must know every horse in the area by now,” Natalie says. “That’s so cool.”

“Probably most of them at this point,” I agree. “Actually, the owners of the second farm I was at today are looking to move. It’s kind of a sad story. They just can’t afford to run their own farm anymore. They don’t want to give up the horses, but there’s a real shortage of boarding stables around here. They might have to sell.”

“Oh no!” Brooke says, placing a hand on her chest. “That’s terrible. I can’t imagine having to give a pet up.”

Natalie waves her pint in Jacinthe’s direction. “You should take them in at La Grange Rouge.”

I chuckle. “I said the same thing about the last people I met looking for a boarding stable. I’ve met a few people looking for that, actually. There really is a shortage. You could fill the barn in a matter of days.”

I direct the last sentence at Jacinthe. She gives me a doubtful purse of her lips.

“Yeah, like I have time to start another business.”

Natalie taps the side of her glass and squints into the distance.

“Would it really be that much more work?” she asks after pondering for a moment. “I mean, I know running La Grange Rouge isn’t easy, but wouldn’t you just be adding a few more horses into the routine you already have going?”

Jacinthe scoffs. “Why don’t you get up at five to do the morning feed sometime and tell me how much more work it is?”

Natalie holds her hands up in surrender. “Okay, you’re right. I don’t know much about it. You can charge good money for that, though, right? Boarding horses? Maybe it would balance out.”

Jacinthe shakes her head, her voice taking on a slight edge.

“We’re doing fine. I’ve got all I can handle, anyway. I couldn’t open a boarding stable on my own, not with the inn too.”

Natalie is back to tapping on her glass.

“You could hire someone,” she suggests, “or even get a business partner or something, like us at the inn. That’s worked out well, hasn’t it?”

The edge in Jacinthe’s voice sharpens.

“That’s the inn. This is the farm. I do the farm on my own.”

For the second time this evening, I find myself thinking about that night Jacinthe and I sat at the fire together.

I remember the way she talked about her dad, that rare glint of vulnerability shining through before it hardened into something tougher. Colder.

She’s scared somebody else will leave.

I watch her from the corner of my eye, and it all seems to fall into place.

She’s not just stubborn and independent.

She’s afraid.

She’d rather run herself into the ground than depend on someone else to take care of her home again.

That’s what La Grange Rouge is to her: home. It’s the place she managed to cling to even after she lost her dad and all the things that fell apart in his absence.

Suddenly, helping her with the barn chores in the morning doesn’t just feel like a petty win against her stubborn side.

It feels like an honor, like a gift I didn’t even realize I was receiving.

“Okay, I’ll back off,” Natalie says. “I’m getting ahead of myself. With the inn doing so well, it’s hard not to feel like the business tycoons of La Cloche.”

Brooke gives her an admiring pat on the shoulder, and we move on to discussing Balsam Inn. Natalie and Jacinthe have some anecdotes about a few of the more memorable guests so far, and we all lament the fact that Maddie isn’t here to chip in with some stories of her own.

“We really do need to start interviewing for an evening receptionist,” Natalie says, “or else we’re never going to get all three of us out for drinks again.”

She turns to me with a playful grin.

“What do you say, Tess? Want to join the Balsam Inn team?”

I chuckle along with her.

“Oh trust me, I’m not a behind the desk kind of girl,” I admit. “I’d go stir-crazy on the first shift and scare off all your guests. I don’t think I could ever go back to working inside.”

Natalie waves her beer at me. “You know what? You sound like a perfect business partner for this boarding stable at la grange.”

Jacinthe glowers and takes a deep breath, like she’s about to launch one of her signature strings of swear words straight at Natalie, but Natalie just waves her off.

“I know, I know. I’m sorry,” she cuts in. “I really will knock it off. It’s just nice to see Jacinthe getting along with someone so well.”

Jacinthe puffs out her chest.

“Hey!” she barks. “I get along with people. I get along with people really fucking well. I am a delight!”

Brooke muffles a laugh by taking a swig from her pint glass. Natalie spreads her hands like she’s resting her case.

I can’t stop the grin that spreads across my face. She is a delight, in her own fierce, unapologetic, profanity-spewing way.

“Cheers to that,” I say, raising my glass. “Cheers to the delightful Jacinthe Gauthier-Laframboise.”


Chapter 21


Tess



By the time we finish our drinks, Jacinthe and I only have half an hour before we need to leave for Shel’s school. Hanging back at the table without Natalie and Brooke feels way too suspicious, so Jacinthe and I have no choice but to trudge after them to the parking lot. It’s dark enough now that I have to squint to make sure I don’t trip over any roots on the path through the trees while I clutch a few of the lackluster pumpkins.

The other customers from the bar are long gone, the field empty except for Jacinthe’s truck and Natalie’s Toyota. We pile the pumpkins into the trunk and then say our goodbyes. Jacinthe urges Natalie to head out first since she still needs to pull up the directions to Shel’s school, but once we’ve climbed into the truck, she doesn’t reach for her phone.

Instead, we sit in silence until Natalie’s taillights have faded into the distance. I twist to check the back window and ensure we really are the only ones left in the lot before turning back to Jacinthe.

“Do you think they know?” I ask. “That we…?”

I don’t know how to finish that sentence.

“I don’t think so,” Jacinthe answers. “They just, uh, think I have a crush on you.”

She stares down at the steering wheel instead of meeting my eyes.

“We have to go soon, don’t we?” she asks before I have a chance to say anything else.

She hasn’t turned the truck on, so I can’t see the time on the dashboard, but I know we’re probably down to twenty minutes before we’ll be late getting Shel.

I nod.

Twenty minutes doesn’t feel like long enough to figure this out. An entire day doesn’t feel like it would be long enough, but we’re never going to get a day together. All we’ll have are these stolen snatches of time when no one else is looking for us.

“I’m sorry we missed our chance,” Jacinthe says. “I didn’t know how to get rid of them.”

I shake my head. “It’s not your fault. There wasn’t anything else to do. Besides, it was nice talking to them, even if it was bad timing.”

Bad timing.

I wonder how often we’re going to run into that.

I wonder if anything about this could ever be good.

An ache rocks through my chest, so sharp I have to press a hand to my heart.

“Quoi?” Jacinthe says, leaning over the console to peer at me. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing,” I tell her, even though the pain is now gnawing at my sternum hard enough to have me rocking in my seat. “It’s fine.”

She leans even closer, her expression hardening.

“Tess.”

My name is a command, and I can’t resist any longer.

“It hurts,” I say, my voice choked. “It hurts to want you so much and not know if I can have you.”

She freezes, her expression going blank. She leans back into her seat, and for a moment, my pulse surges with the panicked thought that I’ve ruined everything.

All she does is unclip her seatbelt.

Then she’s leaning back in. Her hand comes to rest on top of mine where it’s still pressed to my chest.

Over my heart.

I shiver. I hear her breath catch, but I can’t look at her. I stare at the dashboard instead. Her fingers flex where they’re clasped around mine.

“I already told you, Tess.” Her voice is somehow soothing and electrifying all at once. “You can have me. You can have me whenever you want.”

For a moment, I just breathe. Our hands rise and fall to the rhythm of my lungs. I close my eyes.

I could have her.

Not in every way, but in this way, and maybe this way could be enough.

It’s more than I’ve let myself have for years. I never thought I was missing anything. After I swore off dating, I never got close enough to anyone to feel like I was giving up something real, but this—her hands, her voice, her body, her hot breath in my ear—is so real it literally hurts me, and I want it.

I want. I want. I want.

I open my eyes.

I look at her.

Like a spring has broken lose inside me, I lunge for her, grabbing the back of her head and fisting a handful of her hair so I can crush her mouth to mine.

She yelps in surprise, but when I try to ease off, she lets out a low growl of warning that softens into a moan when I give her hair another tug.

I part her lips with my tongue. We’re both still clutching at my chest. I can feel the tips of her fingers digging in hard, and the more she pushes, the more the pain from a moment ago fades, replaced by a different kind of longing. This one isn’t just an empty hole of remorse.

This ache is hungry. It needs to be filled.

“Closer,” I mutter against Jacinthe’s mouth.

The stupid console might as well be a six-foot wall between us; it’s proving just as inconvenient as we twist and contort ourselves to try and scramble closer together.

I need more of her touching me.

We break the kiss and press our foreheads together, panting. Her brown eyes are all I can see, the pupils dilated to wide black orbs sparking with heat.

“Don’t move,” she orders.

I’m kiss-drunk enough that I don’t realize what’s happening until she’s flung herself out of the truck, slammed the door, and sprinted around the hood like she’s going in for an Olympic medal. She yanks the passenger side door open and gives me a wolfish grin.

“Take that off.” She nods her chin at my jacket while she starts stripping out of her own.

We toss the jackets into the backseat, and then she hoists herself up into the cab.

She straddles me.

All the breath whooshes out of my lungs. My awareness shrinks to just the places where her thighs and ass are pressing into my lap. She tucks the ends of her bob behind her ears, her expression turning sheepish as she tugs her bottom lip between her teeth.

“Uh, maybe we should shut the door,” she says.

All of a sudden, I remember we’re in the parking lot of a pumpkin patch. Even though we’re the only car in sight and the lot is shrouded in darkness, there’s nothing to stop the property owners from wandering out here and finding us dry humping in a truck.

I open my mouth to say something to that effect, but then Jacinthe shifts her weight and gives me a slight squeeze with her thighs.

All I can manage is a gasp.

Jacinthe flails for the door handle and shuts us inside. We have a moment of awkward fumbling with the seat’s settings before we get it to slide back and recline. Once we’ve got enough room to maneuver, she reaches for my shoulders while I grab onto her hips. She flexes into me, arching her back and pressing our chests together.

I graze her bottom lip with my teeth, giving the kiss-swollen swell the slightest of scrapes. It’s still enough to make her dig her fingertips into my shoulder blades and buck her hips.

We find a rhythm, grinding against each other while we gasp for air between kisses and let our hands explore every place we can reach.

“This time,” I murmur against her neck while sliding my hands up under her flannel to the smooth expanse of her lower back, “it’s your turn.”

I try to focus on getting some buttons undone, but my mind catches on the words I just said.

This time.

“Shit!” I hiss, straightening up so fast I almost send Jacinthe sprawling onto the dashboard. “The time. What time is it? We can’t be late.”

The hazy look on her face sharpens into alarm.

“Ah, esti, you’re right. It’s, ah…”

She pats down her pockets before spotting our coats behind me. After snatching her phone out of her jacket and turning the screen on, her she lets out a relieved sigh.

“We have ten minutes.”

She tosses the phone onto the driver’s seat and turns back to me.

“Should we, um, stop?” I ask.

She taps her chin like she’s thinking about it, and then that same devilish grin from before spreads across her face.

“Depends what you can do in ten minutes.”

A fire sweeps through my body. I stare up at her with my jaw hanging slack. She shrugs and purses her lips, putting on a haughty expression like she’s calling my bluff.

She’s about to regret that.

I sit up enough to catch her by the jaw, giving her a squeeze that makes her gasp while my other hand threads into her hair.

“I can do a lot in ten minutes,” I pant. “Unbutton your shirt.”

She hesitates, a fuming look in her eyes like she’s about to back-talk me, but then she relaxes into my grip and does as I ask.

She’s wearing a plain navy sports bra under her flannel, and when I see the soft skin of her belly and the way it curves over the top of her jeans, all I want is to lay her out on a king size bed and spend an entire afternoon just learning the shape of her. I want to undress her piece by piece until she’s bare for me, spread open, wet and wanting.

It’s a crime to only have her like this, but that isn’t going to stop me.

I grab the strap of her sports bra with my teeth and pull it back enough to land with a soft smack against her skin. She moans something in French I can’t make out and then pushes on my chest until I tip back onto the reclined seat.

She starts grinding on me in a frenzy. I slip a hand between us and fumble with her zipper before sliding my hands around to grab her ass under her jeans.

I pull her down hard against me, pressing my hips up into hers. The friction has us both grunting and gasping. It’s almost enough to make me lose my focus. I bury my face in her neck and fight to remember my goal.

My goal is making Jacinthe come so hard and fast she won’t even be able to see straight ten minutes from now.

I give her ass a final squeeze and then start shimmying her jeans down over her hips. She gets the idea, and after an awkward scramble and only nearly kneeing me in the stomach, she flings her jeans down onto the floor before leaning over me again.

She’s wearing a plain pair of black briefs that hit just below a freckle on one of her hip bones.

If we were somewhere else with way more time, I’d try and find every freckle on her body, but today, I just graze the one on her hip before hooking my thumb under the edge of her briefs.

“Can I touch you?” I ask.

Her mouth is hanging open, her arms quivering where she’s got them braced on the seat. She nods, her eyes fixed on my face in a half-lidded stare. I hold her gaze while I flip my hand around to cup her between her legs.

She hisses.

“You’re wet,” I tell her.

I can already feel she’s soaked through the fabric. My throat goes dry, and I wish there was a way to get her thighs wrapped around my head. All I want to do is bury my tongue inside her, but we’d probably break at least one of our necks trying to do that in here.

I settle for tugging her underwear to the side, just enough to trace a slick path with one of my fingers.

“More,” she groans. “Hurry.”

I don’t need to be told twice. She’s so wet I slide all the way up to my knuckle as soon as I press a finger inside her. She swears and lifts her hips so I can hit a deeper angle.

“Comme ҫa,” she mutters. “Yes.”

I thrust a few times, as slow as I dare considering we’re probably down to just a few minutes, and then slide a second finger inside her.

A guttural sound rises from the back of her throat. I start fucking her in earnest, gripping one of her thighs hard with my other hand. She leans down and latches her mouth onto the spot where my neck meets my shoulder, sucking hard enough to make me cry out.

The sweet, stinging pain makes me fuck her even harder. I can feel her muscles squeezing around my fingers, begging for more. I curl them deeper inside her, and she lets out a muffled scream against my neck.

“That’s it,” I urge. “Take it for me.”

I let go of her thigh so I can use my thumb to press down on her clit. Her underwear is in the way, but it doesn’t seem to matter; as soon as I find the right spot, she squeals and bites me again.

“You like that?”

She nods, breathing hard now, her chest straining against her bra. I’d shove the bra out of the way like she did to mine that day at the barn, but I don’t want to break my rhythm for even a second.

I keep pumping in and out with my fingers while I rub small circles over her clit. I can feel her legs clench on either side of my lap.

“Your pussy feels so good,” I tell her. “I fucking love when you squeeze my fingers like that.”

She whimpers. Her hips begin jerking in erratic thrusts. She uses her body to nudge my thumb a little to the left and then sighs.

“Is that where you want it?” I ask. “Right there feels good?”

She nods again. Her voice comes out breathless.

“Right fucking there.”

I go back to circling at the new angle, and her hips jerk even faster. She takes short, sharp gasps for air. I can feel her arms tensing now too, more and more of her muscles going rigid.

“You’re going to come in this truck for me, aren’t you?” I ask. “Right here in the seat. You’re going to keep riding my fingers and come for me.”

She bobs her head in a few frantic nods. Her eyes are squeezed shut now, her head thrown back and her neck straining.

I lift my head enough to brush my lips across the column of her throat.

“I want to feel it,” I murmur. “I need to feel you come, Jacinthe.”

She lets out a plaintiff moan when I say her name, and then she stops breathing altogether.

Her face looks so fucking gorgeous, her features strained with a desperation that’s strikingly vulnerable.

I don’t ever get to see her look this vulnerable. I wonder if anyone does.

I wonder if this is just for me.

The next time I curl my fingers inside her, it’s like watching a silent explosion rip the earth apart. She shakes and shudders, writhing on top of me as her mouth forms a breathless scream.

All I can do is stare in awe as the release rocks through her for several long seconds before she drops her forehead to my shoulder and draws in a huge gulp of air.

She takes a few more shuddering breaths while I slide one of my hands around to trace circles on her back.

“Just breathe,” I murmur.

She shakes her head without lifting it.

“Time,” she pants. “What time?”

A wave of guilt rocks through me when I realize I forgot all about the damn time. I flail for her phone before clicking the screen on.

When I read the numbers, I can’t help but laugh.

“Quoi?” she demands, still lying limp on top of me as she recovers.

“Guess I answered your question,” I say. “I made you come in nine minutes.”


Chapter 22


Jacinthe



Aweek after visiting Le Verger Tremblay, Tess and I still haven’t had a chance to talk properly, but it turns out that doesn’t really matter.

Having no opportunities to talk in private means there are definitely no opportunities to fuck in private.

Even if fucking only takes nine minutes.

I don’t know whether to laugh or groan as I think back on that moment. I turn my truck out of the driveway at Balsam Inn and shake my head. I didn’t think she’d actually make me come that fast; I just wanted to see her try.

Now I’ll never look at my passenger seat the same way again.

I glance at the seat out of the corner of my eye like it’s a crime scene while I zip out of La Cloche and onto the highway towards home. If I think about it long enough, I can still remember the way Tess’s fingers felt inside me, curling at an angle I don’t think anyone else has found before.

She got it on the first try. She got me on the first try. It was like she was some kind of supercomputer, analyzing my every move to give me exactly what I needed.

Tess hasn’t had a chance to touch me since, even though we still meet up at the barn every morning for chores with our coffees. Without needing to discuss it, we’ve come to the understanding that nothing can happen between us at home when there’s even a chance of getting caught, so the mornings have been strictly friendly, filled with stupid jokes and taking shots at each other while we check off the daily to-do list.

We talk a lot in the mornings. The talking is fine, normal even. It’s the moments when we’re not talking that things get awkward, like when our arms brushed this morning while we were both lugging feed buckets up the aisle. I heard her breath catch. Our eyes locked. It was like a scene out of some pre-teen horse girl rom com, and the longer we stared at each other, the more I wanted to toss the bucket to the ground and kiss her again.

So I turned away and teased her about watching where she’s going, and we went back to pretending she’s never had her fingers inside me.

Now, I’ll get back to the farm just in time for the evening feed, and Tess will do her daily race against the clock to meet Shel when she gets off the school bus. We’ll all get wrapped up in our routines, and unless we eat dinner together with Shel and my mom, I won’t see Tess again until tomorrow morning.

I sigh as I turn onto the long driveway up to the house, even though having next to no time together should be a good thing. We need fewer complications, not more.

Once I’ve hopped out of the truck, I turn to face the farm. The days are so short now that dusk has already settled in. The woods cast creeping shadows over the pastures where the horses nibble at the yellowed grass. With his silvery-grey coat, Joaquin looks like a long-eared ghost lurking in a corner of one of the fields.

I stuff my hands into my coat pockets and keep staring, swiveling my head to take the whole property in.

I can’t remember the last time I looked at my home and saw anything other than a to-do list.

Even now, there are a dozen unfinished tasks springing up in my mind, scrambling for attention. I push them aside, striding forwards like I can leave all my thoughts locked in the truck and just look at this place.

Most of the leaves have fallen by now. The bare tree branches stretch like fingers trying to catch the light from the pale crescent moon in the sky. There are still traces of purple clinging to the horizon, but in the inky black above my head, a few stars have begun to shine.

I rise onto my tiptoes and stretch my hands up towards the sky. I tip my head back and imagine I can feel the stars like little flecks of diamond dust balanced on the tips of my fingers.

It’s just like Tess said, that day we watched the sunset together: out here, in a place like this, it feels like you can touch the sky.

A lump forms in my throat, and I stuff my hands back into my pockets.

“Is this it?” I ask, my breath clouding in the chilly air. “Is this really it?”

Am I really going to spend the rest of my life working this hard with no end in sight? Am I really going to bury my head in to-do lists and bank accounts forever, without giving myself even a second to look up?

Am I really going to spend every day showing visitors this beautiful place while ignoring its beauty myself?

“Ma belle?”

I whirl around at the sound of the front door opening. Maman steps out onto the porch.

“Ça va?” she asks. “I heard you get home, but then I didn’t see you go down to the barn.”

I give my shoulders a little shake to pull me out of my thoughts.

“I was just, uh, looking,” I say, sweeping my hand out towards the yard, “at all this.”

She steps to the edge of the porch and crosses her arms over her chest. She’s wearing a sauce-stained apron with frilly edges.

Instead of asking what I’m talking about, she nods and joins me in looking out at the pastures.

“Sometimes I look at it, and I remember the day we bought it.”

I freeze, not even breathing as I process her words.

By we, she means her and my dad.

We don’t talk about my dad.

“We were so excited,” she continues. “We had so many dreams for everything. I didn’t know how we’d make even half of them come true, but he…he made it feel like we could.”

She shivers. I want to tell her to go back inside or at least put on a coat, but there’s a lump in my throat, and all I can do is stand there.

“And we did, you know.” She nods, staring out at something even I can’t see. “We built this place. We made it happen. We wanted to make something we could give to you.”

Her voice cracks, and it feels like something deep in my chest does too.

“Maman, don’t worry. We don’t have to talk about⁠—”

She holds her hand up and shakes her head, her eyes shining. She takes a shuddering breath, but when she speaks again, her voice is clear.

“It wasn’t supposed to happen like it did, Jacinthe. You weren’t supposed to have to do so much so young. It was supposed to be your choice.”

I have no idea where this is coming from. She’s said sorry before. She’s said sorry a thousand times, but this feels different, like we’re talking about way more than doing chores and leading trail rides.

“It was my choice,” I tell her, reaching for her arm. “It is my choice. This is my home.”

I squeeze her hand. She gives me a sad smile and shakes her head.

“I look at that little Shel, and I think, my God, you were only a few years older than her when you went through so much.”

Maybe that’s what she sees in the fields tonight: an angsty thirteen year-old with a bad haircut, lugging hay bales around all by herself and bringing the horses in every night after homework.

Maybe that’s what she saw every night during those months her heart was too broken to even get out of bed most days, when her brain refused to get better no matter how hard she tried.

I squeeze her hand again, twining our fingers together and feeling the coarse calluses of her palm rub against mine.

No matter what, we’re still farm girls. We have the same rough edges and the same dirt under our nails.

“We both went through so much,” I tell her.

She takes a deep breath before squeezing me back.

“Having them around…” She nods towards the back of the house. “It’s made me think about a lot.”

I can see the splash of golden light from Tess’s kitchen window spilling onto the lawn.

“Me too.”

Maman gently releases my hand and then crosses her arms, rubbing at her bare skin in the cold.

“You know I want you to be happy, right?” she asks before I can tell her she should go back inside. “More than anything.”

She really has been thinking a lot. There’s a somber note to her voice, like this is all rising from some deep and secret place inside her.

“I know, Maman.”

I want to tell her she doesn’t have to do this. She doesn’t have to say any of this. We’re fine.

I don’t think that would help, though. She really does need me to hear the words.

“It’s been just the two of us for so long, and I don’t want you to feel like you’re missing out on anything because of this place.” She sweeps her hand out towards the farm. “If you want a family of your own someday, or even just a partner, I want you to be able to find that.”

My face heats up, and it feels like there’s a band squeezing around my chest as I wait to see if she’ll drop some bomb like telling me she caught me kissing Tess.

“I just wish I could make it all easier for you,” she finishes.

I try not to sigh too obviously. She must have things like families and partners on her mind because we have a kid living here now.

“Maman, you do make it easier,” I tell her. “You think I could even manage to feed myself if you weren’t cooking me dinner almost every night?”

That at least gets her to smile a little.

“It’s true. You aren’t a very good cook.”

I place a hand on my chest like she’s smacked me. “Voyons, là. Ouch.”

She laughs a little at my bad acting.

“But really, Maman,” I say, dropping my hand back to my side, “we both agreed I would do most of the farm work while we’re figuring out your treatments. It just makes the most sense. We are a team. We work together.”

I give her shoulder a little nudge with mine. She smiles again, but it doesn’t reach her eyes.

“Sometimes I worry we need a bigger team.”

It’s on the tip of my tongue to tell her that’s ridiculous, that we’ve managed for years and we’ll keep managing too, but something keeps my jaw clamped tight.

I look back out at the sky, where a few more stars have flickered to life.

“Sometimes I think about that too,” I admit.

I glance at Maman and see her eyes have widened. Even I’m surprised by what I just said.

I clear my throat and do my best to sound casual, like this is just some half-baked scheme I’ll probably never take seriously anyway.

It is a half-baked scheme I’m not taking seriously, but for some reason, I can’t keep myself from telling her about it.

“I was talking to Tess about something the other day…”

I explain the idea of opening a boarding stable and how Tess thinks there are plenty of people in the area looking for somewhere to keep their horses. I tell her I obviously don’t have time to open another business—not all on my own, at least—but I can’t keep from pointing out all the ways the idea does make sense.

We have a half-empty barn with plenty of stalls. I already know everything I need to know about horse care and barn management. The trail riding business is slowing down for the season, and bringing in boarders would allow us to keep making money off La Grange Rouge all year instead of praying the summer is enough to see us through.

“We wouldn’t even need to advertise,” I tell Maman. “Tess already has so many connections from her farrier work she says she could get the barn filled just by word of mouth.”

I expect Maman to look shocked and have a hundred questions, but instead, all she does is stand there with her arms crossed, nodding like I’m reciting a script she’s already read.

“I’ve thought about taking boarders, you know,” she says after I’ve been silent for a few seconds.

I tilt my head and squint at her. “You have?”

She nods. “Yes, but I never thought you’d want to.”

I squint even harder, and she lets out a soft laugh.

“We’d have to hire help, and I can barely get you to let me help you, never mind a stranger,” she explains.

I guess I can’t blame her for that. Even the thought of giving someone else a set of keys to the barn makes me want to build a ten-foot wall around the property just to keep them out.

People leave. My father left. My uncles got busy with their own lives and families. Even my maudit cousin left the back of our house to go work in Alberta, and we only just barely got through the scramble of finding someone to take his place.

If I run this boarding business, I’d need at least someone to help me do it, and someone could always leave too.

Unless they love this place as much as I do.

Unless it’s home for them too.

“Maybe it doesn’t have to be a stranger,” I blurt.

Maman blinks at me, her eyes widening like I’ve finally said something that’s surprised her.

“I just thought…”

I trail off and stare down at the deck boards. Even putting this into words feels stupid, but ever since Natalie suggested it as a joke at the pumpkin patch, I haven’t been able to shake the image out of my head.

“Well, maybe Tess would want to help run it.”

I wince as soon as the words leave my mouth and then rush to add an explanation.

“She’s already out at the barn with me every day. Maybe she’d want to actually be part of the business. It could be good for her. She’s always stressed about not getting home in time for Shel. Maybe she wouldn’t have to take so many farrier appointments if she was making money here too.”

Tess working here makes sense. It’s logical. It’s got nothing to do with how I feel about her—or what I’ve done with her.

“You might be right.”

Maman nods too, staring into the yard again before she turns back to me with a look in her eyes I can’t read.

“What?” I demand.

“She’s special, isn’t she?”

My pulse kicks up.

“Who is special?”

She chuckles and shakes her head. “Tess. She just…fits. Here. With us.”

We both look towards the back of the house, where the rectangle of soft yellow light from Tess’s window is still spilling out onto the darkening lawn.

“Yeah. She does,” I murmur.

Then I cough and rush to backpedal as my cheeks begin to burn.

“I mean, she’s very helpful, and⁠—”

“That’s not what I meant,” Maman interrupts. “It’s not just what she does. It’s who she is. Her and Shel.”

I look over at the light from the windows again while I try to get my face under control.

They’re the same lights from when my cousin lived in the back. They make the same shape on the lawn. They glow just as bright as they did then, but for some reason, the sight of them never warmed me up inside like they do now.

“Yeah. Okay. They are special,” I admit. “Both of them.”

Maman clears her throat.

“You know, if Tess is very special to you, then⁠—”

“She’s not.”

My voice echoes in the yard. Maman’s eyebrows leap up her forehead.

“I mean, not like that,” I add, my heart racing even faster now. “We’re not…I mean, we don’t…”

I flap my arms around to try and show Maman just how ridiculous she’s being.

“She’s just a good fit here, like you said. Stop making it weird, okay?”

She lifts her hands in surrender.

“Okay, okay. I’m just saying, I wouldn’t want it to seem like we’re taking advantage of Tess. She already does a lot. If you want her to help with a boarding business, I think she should be more than an employee.”

She gives me a knowing look, but I have no idea what I’m supposed to be knowing.

“I think she should be your partner.”

I jerk back like she’s just shouted at me.

“My partner?” I yelp.

I know she doesn’t mean it like that, but it still takes me a few seconds to calm down enough to realize she’s not telling me I should walk up to Tess’s door and propose marriage or something.

“Yes,” she says, while shooting me some side-eye. “Like you, Madeleine, and Natalie at the inn. You are equals. You make decisions together. I think maybe Tess is the right person to help us make decisions here.”

I can’t stop my eyes from bugging out of my head, and all I manage to say is, “Oh.”

Maman takes a couple steps over to the front of the porch and wraps her hand around the banister.

“I know it hasn’t been long, but I trust her. I trust her enough to give her a chance with this, if she wants to take it.” She pauses and looks over her shoulder at me. “Do you?”

Until about five minutes ago, I wasn’t even sure about the idea of a boarding business, and now we’re acting like it’s a done deal and we’ll be asking Tess to sign a contract tomorrow morning.

“It’s, uh, a lot to think about.”

Maman motions for me to come to her. When I reach her side, she gives my shoulder a squeeze.

“I know, ma belle. It is a lot. Maybe we should think about it, though. Maybe this is a chance we shouldn’t miss.”

She gives me another squeeze, and I wonder if she’d be saying the same thing if she knew what Tess and I have been up to and how many lines we’ve crossed.

This situation would only add new lines. Even asking Tess about it would add new lines.

I wonder how many lines you can draw between two people before they get too thick to break through.

All of a sudden, a wave of overwhelm rocks through me, so strong and fast my legs tremble like I’m getting pulled into water way over my head.

This is too much.

This is all way too much for tonight.

“I should go do the barn chores.”

I trudge down the porch steps, but I pause when I hear the front door creak.

“Let me get my coat,” Maman says.

I spin around to face her. “No, Maman. You stay. I can handle it.”

She shakes her head and pulls the door open wider. “I feel good today, and dinner has half an hour left in the oven. I’m coming to help you.”

I suck in a breath and do my best not to raise my voice.

“Maman—”

She lifts a finger to cut me off.

“You know, if you want to do this boarding thing, you’re going to have to practice letting people help you.” She props a fist on her hip, and I can tell she’s not budging until I say yes. “So start with me.”

It takes a few seconds of standing there glowering while I try and fail to think of a comeback, but eventually, I give in.

“Fine.”

She beams at me.

“And maybe act a little more happy about it,” she chirps.

I keep glowering. “That’s pushing it.”


Chapter 23


Jacinthe



Tess is wearing glittery red devil horns, and it takes all my brain power just to keep from staring at her all night.

I’m wearing a dorky plastic headband with a little Styrofoam jack-o-lantern on top, so I doubt Tess is having the same problem with me.

We just stopped at Balsam Inn for some trick-or-treating. I was supposed to stay at the inn all evening handing out candy with Maddie and Natalie, but when Shel begged me to come along with her and her mom, I couldn’t say no, especially when Maddie and Natalie insisted I go too.

We must have covered almost the entire town by now. My feet are aching, but it’s been worth it to see Shel bouncing around with her bag of candy.

Tess pulls her over at the end of the inn’s driveway, and I watch her face fall when Tess tells her it’s time to go home now.

At least, I think that’s what her face does. She’s all done up in bright pink face paint dotted with intricate patterns of swirling yellow accents. She’s wearing huge round black sunglasses on top, so it’s hard to read any of her expressions.

“But we still have, like, five streets left!” she protests, the yellow pipe cleaners sticking out the top of her head bobbing.

I’ve never met a kid who wanted to be a moth for Halloween, never mind a specific kind of moth, but Shel spent two whole weeks working on her rosy maple moth costume. I didn’t even know what a rosy maple moth was, but she showed me some pictures of the fluffy pink and yellow bugs after putting on her costume tonight, and it turns out she’s done an excellent job with nothing but some fabric paint, a spare bed sheet cut into wings, and a fuck ton of pipe cleaners. Tess must have wiped out every dollar store in Saint-Jovite.

“We need to get back for Gabrielle,” Tess explains, bending down to get closer to Shel’s height. “She’s all alone at the house, and we promised her we’d be back by eight-thirty so we can watch Charlie Brown together.”

All around us, kids in costumes are traipsing up the sidewalk in packs. There are some classic options like witches and superheroes, along with some more unique takes like the Michelin Tire guy, a human disco ball, and even a giant toothbrush, but I haven’t seen any other moths tonight.

My chest swells with pride at being out with one of the most original kids in La Cloche.

“We could squeeze in one more street,” I offer.

Maman’s MS was acting up extra bad tonight. The only way I convinced her to stay home and get some rest was by promising we’d all watch the Charlie Brown Halloween special—specifically, the badly dubbed French version she has on a bootleg VHS—when we got home.

She watches that movie at least five times every fall and made me do the same thing my entire childhood, so it was a very generous offer on my part.

Before Tess has a chance to answer, Shel’s friend Ali and his parents come over to find us from where they’d been admiring the pumpkin display on the inn’s lawn.

Thankfully, I set the display up myself a couple weeks ago. Natalie and Brooke’s shitty pumpkins from that night we ran into them at Le Verger Tremblay would have made us the laughing stock of the town.

“Everything okay?” Jamilla, Ali’s mother, asks.

She, her husband, and Ali have been walking through town with us all night. Most kids who live on the rural outskirts come into the center of La Cloche for trick-or-treating. My cousins and I used to pile into the back of a truck to get driven into town by one of my uncles every Halloween.

“Yeah, we just have to call it a night, unfortunately,” Tess answers.

Shel’s shoulders droop, but she doesn’t argue.

“But we didn’t do those streets!” Ali protests, pointing at a distant block.

He’s wearing a big cardboard tube with holes cut out for his arms. The tube is covered in real strips of tree bark with mushrooms super glued all over its sides.

When I asked him what his costume is, he told me he’s a ‘decaying log being reclaimed by the forest to illustrate the circle of life.’

It’s no wonder he and Shel became friends.

“We can finish up on our own if Shel has to go home now,” his dad says, giving him a pat on the shoulder.

Shel looks even mopier but still doesn’t try to argue.

“We just have to get back to the farm,” Tess explains. “Jacinthe’s mom had to hang back, so we want to make sure she gets some company.”

“Shel could finish up the last few streets with us,” Jamilla offers. “We’re happy to drop her off, if that helps.”

Shel starts bouncing up and down on the balls of her feet, making the candy in the bulging pillowcase she’s clutching jostle around.

“Please, please, please can I stay?” she chants. “We’ll go fast!”

It’s on the tip of my tongue to say we can all stay to finish the night, but I really do need to check on Maman, and we came over in Tess’s truck.

“What about the movie?” Tess asks Shel. “We can’t start too late. It’s a school night.”

“Yeah, but it’s also Halloweeeeen,” Shel drawls. “Do you know how many times a year Halloween happens, Mom?”

Tess crosses her arms and tries to look stern, but I can see her fighting not to laugh. “Are you getting sassy with me, Miss Rosy Maple Moth?”

“Nooooo!” Shel rushes at her mom, flapping her bed sheet moth wings and then throwing her arms around Tess’s waist to look up at her with a simpering pout. “Can I pleaseeee stay?”

Tess laughs and pushes Shel’s sunglasses up onto her forehead so she can look her in the eyes.

“Where did you learn these manipulation tactics?” she demands.

Shel just keeps making puppy dog eyes. Tess sighs.

“Okay, here’s the deal,” she says. “You can stay for another hour to finish the other streets while Jacinthe and I get the movie set up, but the second the credits roll, you are in bed, missy.”

Shel release Tess’s waist with an excited squeal. Ali whoops, and the two of them take off scampering up the sidewalk.

We say goodbye to Maddie and Natalie just before getting into the truck. They’re sitting on the inn’s porch with a bulk size bag of candy bars, Natalie with a purple felt witch’s hat stuffed down over her curly hair, and Maddie wearing wire cat ears with whiskers drawn on her nose in what looks like eyeliner.

They pout almost as much as Shel when we tell them we’re leaving and can’t stick around for a beer, but they perk up when Tess suggests they join us for movie night back at the house.

“They like you, you know,” I say to Tess as she drives us out of La Cloche.

She glances over at me. “Huh?”

“My friends. They like you a lot.”

“Oh,” she says, a grin spreading over her face. She sits up a little straighter in her seat. “I’m glad to hear that. I like them too.”

“My mom likes you a lot too,” I blurt. “Everyone likes you a lot. You’re really, uh, settling in here well.”

I couldn’t have picked her apart from the La Cloche locals tonight. Almost as many people said hello to her on the street as they did to me, and she took it all in stride, asking after people’s pets and kids and home improvement projects.

That’s a true sign of belonging in La Cloche: knowing who’s adding a deck or getting new shingles.

“I hope so,” she says.

I can hear the note of nervousness in her voice, like she doesn’t quite believe what I’m saying.

“It’s weird,” she says, before I can reassure her. Her gaze is fixed on the road as we cruise up the dark highway, with nothing but the headlights to guide us home. “Everything just kind of falls into place here. Is it like that for everyone?”

“No.”

I sound way too intense. Her gaze flicks to me and then back to the road again.

It is true, though. She’s not like everyone.

She’s not like anyone else I’ve ever met.

“I mean, most people who come here think it’s a special place,” I say, trying my best to sound casual, “but not everybody wants to stay f⁠—”

I clamp my jaw shut before I can say ‘forever.’

“For a long time,” I finish instead.

She nods, and we spend a few minutes driving in silence. There’s a strange weight to the air in the car now, like we’ve pumped it full of all the words we don’t know how to say.

There’s still so much we haven’t talked about.

“Wow, is that the time?” Tess glances at the dashboard. “Your mom’s not going to like me much if we don’t hurry up with this movie.”

She laughs, and I force myself to join in.

“Speaking of my mom…”

I trail off and consider letting it go, but Tess is already giving me a curious look.

“I, uh, have been talking with her,” I say, “about the farm. I have something I want to ask you.”

I can see how tight her jaw is clamped. I’m making this sound ominous as hell.

“You know when we were talking with Brooke and Natalie at the pumpkin patch, about turning La Grange Rouge into a boarding stable?” I ask.

She nods. “Uh-huh?”

“And you know how I said I couldn’t do it alone, and Natalie made that joke about you doing it with me?”

Her hands tighten on the wheel. “Yeah?”

I clench my own hands in my lap.

“What if you, um, did?”

She stays silent.

“It is just an idea, of course,” I add. “We were just talking, but my mom says if you want to, you could be a partner in the business.”

She jerks her head around so fast I’m surprised she doesn’t get whiplash. I’m also surprised we don’t go crashing into the ditch.

“A partner?” she squeaks.

She sounds just like me when Maman brought it up.

“Yeah, like, not just an employee,” I explain. “We wouldn’t want you to work for us. More like with us.”

She’s watching the road again, but she doesn’t say anything.

“I just thought it might help with your schedule and being around when Shel gets home from school and stuff like that,” I babble to fill the silence. “You’re great with the horses, and you know your stuff around the farm. You already know it better than anyone else we could find, and we…we wouldn’t want just anyone, you know? We’d want someone special.”

I wince as the word slips out.

This was supposed to be a business proposal. This was supposed to be about the facts.

“Jacinthe.” Her whole body is tense now. Even her voice sounds tight. “This is a lot.”

A jolt of anxiety zings through me, making my stomach churn.

I’m fucking this all up.

“I know. I know.” I drop my head into my hands. “Fuck. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have asked.”

“It’s not that.”

I risk peeking at her through my fingers.

“It’s just…” She taps her fingers against the wheel for a moment. “I’m just honored you’d ask me to do that. I know it’s not easy for you to have anyone else involved with the farm.”

My breath whooshes out of me.

“And you’re right,” she says. “It could help my schedule a lot. I thought I’d have more control running my own business, but I didn’t realize just how much time I’d spend driving around out here. If I could be sure I’d have my late afternoons free, at least most days, that would be so much better for Shel.”

Relief has me slouching in my seat.

“So you think it’s a good idea?”

“As a business, yes. I actually think it’s a great idea.”

A few pinpricks of nerves start poking at the back of my neck again.

“But?” I ask.

She glances over at me, first at my eyes and then my mouth.

All it takes is that tiny flick of her gaze to make my throat go dry.

“But we….”

She lifts one of her hands off the wheel to gesture between us. She doesn’t have to say anything else.

“Yeah,” I agree. “We.”

She laughs, but there’s no joy to the sound.

“Shit just keeps getting more complicated for us, doesn’t it?” She shakes her head. “How did we ever think this could be simple?”

I squint at the white line running up the center of the highway.

“Did we ever think it would be simple?” I ask. “Or did we just pretend so we could…?”

I can’t say it, but I feel it, and I know she does too. I can taste it—that one delicious word like a forbidden fruit we’re always going to crave no matter how many times we give into temptation.

Did we just pretend so we could fuck?

Something about fucking Tess makes me wish I’d never used that word for anything else. I wish I’d kept it like a secret, like a strum of chords I only play when I want to think about her.

Fucking Tess deserves its own sound.

“I don’t know what we thought,” she says.

Maybe we weren’t thinking at all. Maybe we were just feeling.

She makes it easy to feel, like falling into a current. You can fight the flow, but everything gets sweeter when you just drift away.

We spend the rest of the drive in silence. It’s only another few minutes before we reach La Grange Rouge. Tess parks next to the house, and I hop out and hurry up to the porch.

I remember what happened last time we let ourselves sit in a truck together in the dark.

The house is quiet. I call out for Maman, but there’s no answer. My stomach knots with worry, but it only takes a couple seconds to find her passed out on the couch with a blanket tucked around her shoulders and a news channel playing on the TV.

I walk over to adjust the blanket a little. She mumbles something but doesn’t wake up. I flick the TV off and tiptoe back out to the entryway, where Tess is just about to step inside.

“She’s sleeping on the couch,” I whisper.

Tess freezes, her eyes widening.

“Oh no!” she whispers back. “She must be exhausted. Should we cancel movie night?”

I shake my head. “No way. She’ll kill me if she wakes up and finds out I made her miss all of Halloween.”

I glance over my shoulder and purse my lips for a moment, but I can’t find it in me to go interrupt her nap, not when her pain makes it so hard for her to get to sleep in the first place.

“Maybe we can let her rest until Shel gets here?” I say, turning back to Tess.

“Of course,” she answers. “Do you want to come to the back? I think I have some popcorn and things for us to get ready.”

I agree, and we head to the back. Inside, Tess goes straight for her little kitchen, but I stand hovering in the doorway.

I haven’t been in here since the night that started everything.

“Are you coming inside?”

Tess gives me a curious look from where she’s hunched down in front of the mini fridge.

“Ah, ouais,” I mutter, yanking the door shut behind me.

“Do you think Maddie and Natalie will want beer?” Tess asks, elbow-deep in the fridge as she shuffles some packages around. “I have a few buried in here somewhere.”

“Probably,” I answer. “I’m sure they will bring stuff too.”

She pulls out a four pack, knocking a few bags of vegetables on the floor in the process, and then stuffs everything back inside the fridge before setting the beer on the table.

I hover behind one of the chairs, gripping the top of the backrest and wondering if I should be helping as she starts digging through her cupboards.

“Ah, here’s the popcorn!” she says.

She pulls out a brown package of kernels and heads for the microwave before whirling around at the last second.

“Oh, hmm. Maybe I should wait if we want it to stay warm?”

She’s flying around at a mile a minute, but all I can do is nod and mumble, “Uh-huh.”

She tosses the popcorn onto the table and plants her hands on her hips, glancing around the room.

“There’s not actually much for us to get ready, is there?”

I shake my head. “Guess not.”

We stand there for a few seconds. Our eyes meet, and I look away. Tess clears her throat.

“Do you want a beer?” she asks, nodding at the four pack.

I need something to do with my hands besides squeeze the life out of this chair, so I reach for a bottle.

“Sure. Pourquoi pas?”

Tess grabs one too and then digs out a bottle opener from a drawer. We take our first few sips still standing in the kitchen before she motions to the couch.

“Um, should we sit?”

I bob my head. “Probably.”

We sit at opposite ends of the couch. It’s a two-seater, so even leaning up against the arm rests, we’re only a few inches apart from each other.

I take another sip of my beer while I look at the thrift store art on the walls and the framed photos of Shel I remember from last time.

“I guess you haven’t been in here since…”

Tess trails off and crosses her legs. Out of the corner of my eye, I see her resting the lip of her beer bottle against her mouth.

“Yeah,” I say.

It’s almost like the echo of the sounds we made that night are still bouncing off the walls. All we did in here was kiss, but the memory of her hands on my body and her tongue in my mouth is like a brand seared straight into my skin.

The marks she left still glow red hot whenever I’m around her.

I take a swig from my beer, but it doesn’t help. The cold liquid just makes me feel even hotter in comparison. The whole room is heating up the longer we sit here.

“We have to figure this out,” Tess says. “Don’t we?”

I risk looking at her and notice she’s got a death grip on her bottle, her knuckles turning pale.

“Figure what out?” I ask, even though I know exactly what she means.

“Us.”

There it is again: two letters roping us together, tightening like a lasso the more we struggle to break apart.

“Right,” I say. “Us.”

Tess takes a long gulp of beer, tilting her head back and squeezing her eyes shut. I can’t help watching the way her throat moves. I wonder what it would be like to feel her swallow against my palm, my fingers cupping her neck.

She lowers the bottle with a sigh and stares straight ahead.

“I don’t know if we can live together, work together, and…sneak around together,” she says, the words stilted, like she’s forcing them out. “That’s a lot of together for two people who aren’t…together.”

“Right.”

I don’t know why my chest feels hollow all of a sudden. She is right; we’re not together. If one thing has been clear from the start, it’s that.

“So if I’m going to work here for real, I think we have to stop…us.” She motions between our bodies.

She’s making sense. I know she’s making sense, but there’s still blood rushing in my ears at the thought of this being the end of whatever us is.

“Do you think we can?” I ask. “Stop? I mean, we tried that, non?”

Tess stares down at the floral carpet as she thinks for a few long minutes.

“You’re right. We did try,” she says, “but that was before this idea of running the stables together. It’d be a huge responsibility, and honestly, a huge risk for both of us. We’d be putting a lot of trust in each other.”

Maman’s question from the other night floats back into my mind.

‘I trust her enough to give her a chance with this, if she wants to take it. Do you?’

I still don’t know the answer.

“La Grange Rouge is important, right?” Tess asks. “Making it work would have to come first.”

That jolts me back to reality.

I can’t put this farm at risk, not after everything Maman and I have been through.

“Of course.”

“So this…this can’t keep happening.” Again, she gestures between us, and I realize we’ve somehow moved a little closer on the couch. “Winding up alone with each other…close to each other… We just can’t.”

She squeezes her eyes shut like even looking at me is off limits, and I take the chance to let my gaze sweep over her face.

She’s just so fucking gorgeous.

She’s hot, of course. She’s one of the hottest women I’ve ever seen, but it’s more than that. I don’t just see the outside now. When I look at her, I see a woman who cares so deeply about other people sometimes it tears her apart. I see her fierce devotion to her daughter. I see her wisdom and quiet strength. I see her sly humor and the way she always seems to have the perfect one-liner to take me down a peg tucked up her sleeve.

I see her wild side, the one that bites and grabs and wants. I see the parts of her she only lets out when she’s under me, or over me, or just holding me as close as she can while we come down from the high.

I want to take her there again. I need to. She’s shown me so much, but there’s still so much more of her to see.

“You know what’s crazy?” I ask.

My voice comes out low and rumbling, but I don’t clear my throat. I can’t play this off. We might never speak like this again.

She takes a shuddering breath and then asks, “What?”

We’re leaning towards each other now, slowly turning, bending, curling towards one another like plants looking for the sun.

“I’ve never even fucked you properly,” I tell her, “and now I’m not supposed to touch you at all.”

Her chest is heaving. The glittery red devil horns she’s still got perched on her head shimmer in the light from the kitchen, and she’s never looked more tempting before.

“P-properly?” she stammers.

I lean even closer, so close I’m sure she must be able to hear my heart pounding.

“I mean with my fingers,” I murmur, “and my tongue.”

She shivers, her eyelids fluttering closed. I know I should stop. We’re crossing lines even faster than we’re drawing them now, but all the reasons not to do this fade away when I look at her mouth, her lips already parted for me.

“I mean stripping you naked…”

I inch closer, my knee bumping against hers. “And touching you…”

I wait for her to pull away, to be the one to end this, but she’s leaning closer too.

“And tasting you…and being inside you.”

She makes a soft, choked sound, and the beer bottle nearly slips out of her grip.

I take it from her and set both our beers on the coffee table. When I turn back to her, she’s still sitting there with her eyes shut. All her muscles are strung tight, like a wolf waiting to strike.

I want to strike back. I want to spring at each other and go down together.

“I never even got to take all your clothes off you, Tess.”

She grips the tops of her thighs hard, sliding her fingertips up them like claws.

“I never got to take all your clothes off.”

She almost sounds angry about it. The slight growl in her voice makes my stomach clench with anticipation.

Her eyes flick open, and my breath catches when they meet mine.

“God, I wish I could see you like that.” She looks like she’s already peeling my clothes off in her mind. “I wish I could feel you.”

I’ve never wished for anything harder. I need her stretched out, not stuffed into the cab of a truck or propped against a wall.

I need her in bed.

“I wish I could feel you…everywhere,” I admit.

Our knees brush together again, and this time, we don’t break apart. The side of her thigh presses hard against mine, and we lean in until our foreheads are touching.

I can feel the heat of her breath on my lips. I can smell her skin, the mix of sunshine and leather, like a hit of summer in the middle of fall.

“This is exactly what we shouldn’t do,” she pants. “This is what we’re supposed to stop.”

“Je sais,” I agree. “I know. I just…I can’t believe I’ll never have you like that. Even once.”

I can already feel the weight of losing this part of her, like a crushing boulder about to tip down onto my back.

“What if it was just once?”

I freeze, the tip of my nose bumping hers. I stay still and wait to see if she’ll take it back, but she doesn’t.

“You want that?” I ask.

“Of course I fucking want that.” Her voice is strained with desperation. “God, this is so fucking stupid. How do you make me lose my goddamn mind like this?”

She trails the tip of her nose down the side of mine. Her lips are just a whisper away from my mouth.

Just once.

“I lose my mind every time I look at you,” I tell her.

She reaches up to cup my cheek, her touch feather-light at first before she makes another choked noise and tightens her grip on my jaw.

“Would you just kiss me?” she asks. “I just…I just want to stop thinking. Please make me stop thinking.”


Chapter 24


Jacinthe



Idon’t hesitate.

I pounce on her.

She keeps hold of my face while I thread one hand into her hair and yank on her shirt with the other. Our mouths lock together in a kiss so famished it feels like fury.

I hear a few threads snap and try to pull away, but Tess catches my wrist.

“God, yes,” she begs. “Just take it off.”

I look down and realize I’ve ripped one of the buttons of her shirt off. I try to be more careful with the others, but I still snap a few threads as I work my fingers over the other buttons.

Tess shimmies the sleeves down her arms in between sloppy, desperate kisses and then tosses the whole thing to the floor with a frustrated humph.

It would be cute if it weren’t so fucking sexy.

I slide my hands up and down the planes of her back, moaning into her mouth at the feeling of bare skin under my palms. She tries to pull her sports bra off, but I squeeze her biceps to stop her.

“Not here,” I say. “I told you I want to do it properly.”

She blinks at me, her eyes hazy.

“Not on the couch,” I explain. “I want you to take me to your bed, ma chère.”

The last couple words slip out before I can stop them. I flinch, wondering if I’ve gone too far, but Tess just blinks at me another couple times before she seems to process what I’m asking.

Then she whips her head around to look at the microwave clock.

“We don’t have much time,” she says, but she doesn’t pull away from me. “Even counting the drive here, we’ve got less than an hour before they’ll be back.”

“We don’t have to,” I tell her. “If you don’t want⁠—”

“I want.”

She jumps to her feet. My grip on her arms slides down to her hands. I keep one of them clutched in mine as she practically drags me across the living room and into the dark bedroom.

She fumbles with the bedside lamp, and I only just have time to catch a glimpse of a plain white dresser, a pale blue comforter, and some indigo curtains framing the window before she’s pulling me down onto the bed.

I land on top of her, her legs circling my waist and her hands clawing at the back of my t-shirt. It only takes her a few seconds to tug the shirt over my head.

We both moan at the feeling of our chests pressed together when she wraps her arms around my neck, but it’s not enough.

I need more of her.

“I want it all off,” I growl into her ear. “Right fucking now.”

I rise onto my knees, and she straightens up enough for me to get the sports bra off her.

The whole world narrows to just those perfect tits. I try to push her back down so I can start kissing every inch of her, but she braces against me.

“Yours too,” she orders.

I glower at the interruption, but she just smirks at me and crosses her arms over her chest.

“You’re mean,” I tell her, even as I’m reaching for the bottom of my bra.

“Yeah, but I think you like it,” she drawls.

I yank the bra up, and the smirk drops right off her face.

“Fuck,” she hisses.

I toss the bra over my shoulder. My nipples are so hard they hurt. Tess is gawking at them like she’s staring at the gates of heaven. I feel my cheeks heat up even as I keep trying to play it cool.

“Worth the wait?” I ask.

Instead of answering, she sits up so fast I almost topple over the edge of the bed. Her arms lock around my waist to hold me upright, and then her mouth locks onto my nipple.

I swear.

A lot.

“Câlice, you’re good at that,” I groan.

I feel her smile against my skin. “Had to return the favor.”

She works her mouth all over my chest, licking and sucking and kissing until my legs are shaking and the only thing holding me up are her arms still squeezing around my waist.

“I think you still have some clothes on,” I say after threading my fingers through her hair and tugging her head back.

She smirks up at me. “And what exactly do you want to do about that?”

I push on her shoulders, and this time, she lets herself topple down onto the bed. I plant my feet on the floor and lean over her, reaching for the button of her jeans.

“I told you I’d strip you,” I tell her.

I tug the zipper down and then hook my fingers over the waistband to start sliding the jeans down her hips. She wiggles around to help me, and after some awkward maneuvering, I’ve finally got the damn pants in my hands while she lays stretched out in front of me in just a plain pair of grey briefs.

“Fucking hell,” I mutter, drinking the sight of her in.

Her arms are bulging with rock hard muscles, but her stomach is beautifully soft, with a few silvery stretch marks to match the ones on the tops of her breasts.

I trace my thumbs along the ridges of her hips, and she gasps, arching into my touch.

“These too?” I say, raising an eyebrow as I snap the waistband of the briefs.

She nods, and I peel them down her hips and then her thighs.

My mouth literally waters.

She has a gorgeous patch of thick, dark curls and what has to be the most incredible pussy I’ve ever seen. I clench my hands into fists around her underwear as I fight the urge to forget all about foreplay and just bury my face between her legs right this second.

“Do you have any idea how good you look?” I ask.

She gives me a confused look, and I realize I spoke in French. My brain is frying just from staring at her.

“I asked if you know how fucking good you look,” I repeat in English.

She tugs her lip between her teeth and grins. “I thought you said something along those lines.”

It’s really not fair for her to bite her lip when I should be the one doing that for her. I finish peeling the underwear down her legs and then lean back over her, lowering myself to her mouth.

“Ah, ah, ah,” she says, pushing on my chest. “You still have some clothes on too.”

I’m done waiting. I can’t play coy and I can’t do patient when Tess is literally spread out naked in front of me, so I take matters into my own hands. I take a step back from the bed to rip the rest of my clothes off in record time.

Tess’s eyes widen, and she stares straight between my legs.

“God dammit,” she mutters. “You’re beautiful.”

Whatever dumb line I was about to say to tease her for staring dies in my throat.

I didn’t expect her to call me that.

Not many people have ever called me that. I’ve gotten cute, hot, sexy, or even handsome from the girls I’ve dated, but beautiful never really came up.

I didn’t even know I liked being called beautiful until just now.

“Was that okay?” Tess asks, worry crossing her face.

I have no idea what my own face is doing. I just know I haven’t ever felt this seen by someone before—which is ridiculous considering she was staring into my pussy, not my soul, but all of a sudden, it feels like I’ve stripped off more than just my clothes.

“Yeah,” I tell her. My throat feels thick, my voice nearly cracking. “It’s okay. It’s just, um, nice to hear that.”

She sits up straight and holds out her hands.

“Come here,” she says, her voice soft.

I let her grab hold of my wrists to pull me down on top of her.

It’s heaven.

Finally, there’s nothing left between us. No clothes, and no excuses. There’s just her skin on my skin, her heart beating right next to mine.

I belong here.

It’s a crazy, stupid, reckless thing to think, but I think it anyway.

I belong here with her like this.

I bracket her head with my arms and hold her gaze. Those green eyes swallow me up, and I let them.

I open my mouth, about to say something I know I’ll regret.

Then the front door bangs open.

“Mom!”

We both freeze as a pair of small footsteps come scrambling into the house way ahead of schedule.

“Are you here, Mom?”

Tess’s face turns whiter than the bed sheets. I look down at her for another second, my own panic reflected in her wide-eyed stare, before I somehow manage to snap myself into action.

I yank the comforter out from under us and throw it over both our bodies just in time.

Shel comes bursting into the room, moth antennae jiggling and sitting a little lopsided on her head.

“Mom! Look at all this candy!”

She skids to a halt, the pillowcase in her hands landing with a thunk on the floor.

“M-mom?”

Her gaze darts between Tess’s face and mine. She blinks rapidly, shaking her head as she takes a step back from the bed.

“W-what are you doing?”

Tess wheezes but can’t seem to find any words to answer her daughter.

Shel starts backing out of the bedroom.

“Shel, wait,” Tess rasps.

We can’t move, though—not without shifting the blanket and making it clear we’re both buck naked.

Shel disappears around the edge of the doorway, and then we hear her start to bolt for the front door.

“Honey, give me a minute,” Tess calls, her voice now shrill and sharp with alarm. “Let’s talk about this.”

Shel’s footsteps don’t slow down. The front door bangs against the wall hard enough to make us both flinch.

Tess pushes me off her and leaps to her feet.

“Shel!” she cries, racing around the bed to get her clothes. “Stop!”

It’s too late, though. There’s nothing but the silent house to answer.

Shel is already gone.


Chapter 25


Tess



“SHEL!” I scream, my flashlight’s beam cutting across yet another patch of empty pasture.

I whirl around in a circle, slashing the light like I can cut the night to pieces and pull my daughter out of its depths.

She has to be here somewhere. She just has to.

“Where the fuck could a ten year-old go in five fucking minutes?” I demand, like maybe someone will pop up out of this field and give me some damn answers.

It can’t have taken any longer than that for me to yank my clothes on and come running out into the yard. Really, it must have been closer to two minutes, but that’s all it took. She was gone without a trace. We’ve all been scouring the property with flashlights and screaming for her for half an hour now.

She can’t have made it to the woods or the highway that fast. She’s got to be hiding on the property somewhere.

I cling to that belief like it’s the last thread of my sanity.

All around me, I can hear voices shouting Shel’s name again and again. Somewhere in the blur of the last thirty minutes, I learned the kids had less streets left for trick-or-treating than they thought, which explains why Shel showed up so early. Gabrielle was still sleeping, and when no one answered at the door to the main part of the house, Shel came around the back to look for me.

Now Ali and his parents are out on the grounds, armed with flashlights of their own. Maddie and Natalie joined the search as soon as they arrived. There can’t be much of La Grange Rouge left to check.

I have no idea why Shel would be sitting in the middle of this field, but I have to check. I have to try.

“She has to be here,” I chant. “She has to be. She has to be.”

She’s just shocked and confused. She saw something she didn’t understand, and she wanted to be alone to process it.

She wouldn’t do something as drastic as trying to run away into the darkness.

“So then why isn’t she answering?” I ask the field.

The field doesn’t say anything back.

I let out a screech and kick the ground so hard a jolt of agony zings through my toe and up my leg.

I crumple, howling in pain as I hunch over my foot.

“TESS!”

Before I know what’s happening or how she got here, Jacinthe is at my side, her face cast in eerie shadows from the criss-crossing beams of our flashlights.

“What happened?” she demands, laying a hand on my shoulder. “Are you hurt?”

I shrug her off.

“I’m fine. Just go, okay?” I grimace against the ache as I stand back up. “Just go look for her! What the hell are you doing here with me?”

A flash of confusion and hurt crosses her face. Guilt twists in my gut, but the fury building in me is stronger.

“She’s missing, Jacinthe!” I shriek. “My kid is fucking missing in the middle of the night, and it’s because of us! We are so fucking stupid.”

I clutch my stomach as a wave of bile threatens to climb up my throat.

I know I shouldn’t yell at her like this, but I need to yell. I’m so angry I feel sick, and there’s no one else around to be mad at.

“I know—” Jacinthe tries to soothe.

I cut her off with a snarl.

“Do you, though? Do you know? You’re not a mother. This is just some fun forbidden sex game for you, but it’s my life. It’s my kid, and she’s gone. I should never have said yes to any of this.”

I brush past her, my flashlight’s beam weaving wildly through the air.

“We should never have moved to this farm at all.”

I hear Jacinthe make a low, mournful sound, like a wounded animal.

The noise pierces straight through my chest. I feel heat pricking the corners of my eyes, but I don’t slow down. I don’t turn around. I leave her there and head towards the only thing that matters, the thing I never should have let myself lose focus on, not even for a second.

My daughter.

“She has to be here,” I promise myself.
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We’re up to fifty minutes of searching when I hear voices start calling my name instead of Shel’s.

Something between hope and dread spikes in my veins, making me feel even woozier than I already am. I sprint down to the farmyard from where I’ve been searching under all the cars in the driveway for the third time.

“Tess is coming!” Maddie yells, the first to spot me as I dash down the hill.

She’s standing under the stark white glare of the motion sensor light attached to the barn, with Gabrielle and Natalie at her side.

I’m so focused on covering the distance between us I don’t even notice they’re all sporting huge, relieved smiles until I skid to a stop on the gravel. Gabrielle has her palms pressed together and looks like she might be praying.

Somehow, their relief isn’t enough to cut through my panic.

Nothing will kill my panic except seeing Shel myself.

“What is it?” I demand. “Is she here? Is she safe?”

Maddie nods. She’s still wearing her cat ears, and the black whisker lines drawn on her face have turned streaky.

“She’s fine. She’s in the hayloft.”

Everyone’s gaze shifts to the top of the staircase running up the front of the barn. I can’t see anything but darkness past the open door.

“What?” I bark. “Didn’t someone already check there?”

“She was hiding,” Natalie answers. “She wedged herself behind some hay bales. I didn’t see her. I’m so sorry. Jacinthe just had a hunch to check there again.”

She looks anguished about missing Shel’s hiding place, but I don’t stick around to assure her everything is fine.

Nothing will be fine until I see my kid.

I brush past the three of them and thunder up the stairs. Once I get to the loft, it takes my eyes a couple seconds to adjust before I spot the dim glow of a flashlight in one of the far corners.

The winter hay order arrived a few days ago, and the loft is now packed so full there’s only room for a narrow aisle between the stacks of bales.

Somewhere in the back of my mind, I forgive Natalie for not spotting Shel; it’d be hard to find a horse trying to hide up here, never mind a tiny child.

I sprint towards the flashlight’s beam, and there she is: settled on a hay bale with Jacinthe’s arm around her. Her face is a mess of snot, tears, and the smudged remains of the moth makeup she worked so hard on. One of her antennae is missing, and the other is nothing but a crushed lump of wonky pipe cleaners now, but she’s fine. She’s safe.

She’s here.

I breathe for what feels like the first time in an hour.

“Baby!” I shout, flinging myself down onto the hay bale and folding her into my arms. “Oh, my baby.”

I breathe in the scent of the strawberry kids’ shampoo she’s been using since she was five.

“My baby,” I sigh. “I’m so glad you’re safe.”

It takes me another moment to realize she’s still clinging to Jacinthe. She’s turned her head away from me to bury her face in Jacinthe’s jacket.

I sit up a little straighter but don’t let go of Shel.

“She was up here the whole time?” I ask Jacinthe.

She nods. “I think so. I know Natalie checked before, but I stopped and thought about where I would go when I was a kid, and I just knew. I knew she had to be here.”

A rush of gratitude sweeps through me, but it’s tinged with the same guilt I felt the first time I found Shel up here with Jacinthe.

Once again, she’s done something for my daughter that I couldn’t.

I push the thought down. I’ll process that later. Right now, I need to help Shel in any way I can.

I rub one of my hands in a circle on her back. My chest twinges when I see the beautiful moth wings she worked so hard to paint have a rip in them.

She must really have wedged herself into a tight spot up here.

“Shel, honey, will you let me look at you?” I murmur.

Her muffled reply pierces straight through my heart.

“I don’t want to talk to you.”

My hand trembles, but I keep up the soothing circles on her back.

“Shel, what’s going on? Just tell me what’s wrong, honey,” I plead. “I want to help.”

She shakes her head, her voice taking on a hard edge as she turns enough to glare at me over her shoulder.

“I don’t want to talk to you.”

I’m too stunned to speak. Even during her worst tantrums as a toddler, she never looked at me like that.

There’s a fury in her eyes, but it’s wild, panicked, like an animal caught in a trap.

She pushes away from Jacinthe and gets to her feet, taking a few paces away to stand with her back to both of us. Her hands are balled into fists, her shoulders shaking with what I think is rage.

I only realize she’s crying when she goes to speak and her voice hitches on a sob.

“I don’t want to leave.”

I glance at Jacinthe to see if she has any idea what’s going on, but she looks just as baffled as me.

“Leave where?” I ask, doing my best to sound steady and reassuring even though my whole world feels like it’s falling apart. “Shel, baby, can you tell me what’s going on?”

She takes a few shuddering breaths before she answers.

“We’re going to leave the farm, and it’s all my fault.”

My body is screaming at me to get up and pull her close, but I can tell she needs the space. I dig my fingers into the hay underneath me and order myself to stay still.

“Honey, nothing is your fault.”

She whirls around, that furious desperation making her eyes flare so wide the whites glow even in the darkness of the barn.

“Yes, it is,” she asserts, “because Jacinthe is your girlfriend now, and last time you had a girlfriend, you had to break up because of me.”

Then her face crumples. She sobs again, and a fresh wave of tears streak through her makeup.

My heart feels like it’s cracking in two.

“Baby,” I soothe, “Claire and I did not break up because of you.”

She stamps her foot even as the tears keep falling.

“Yes, you did! I heard you on the phone. Claire said dating somebody with a kid was too much. You weren’t available.”

I have no idea which of my many phone calls with Claire she’s referring to, but the way she says ‘available’ leaves no doubt that’s a direct quote—one that’s clearly been weighing on her for years without me having any clue.

I thought I was always careful, stepping outside or waiting until she was sound asleep to have any kind of relationship conversation with Claire.

I must have fucked up.

Just like I did tonight.

“Sweetie, you heard that? Why didn’t you tell me?”

She never even gave me a hint. She was sad about the break-up, but I thought that was just because we’d had a few outings with Claire and wouldn’t be seeing her again.

I would have handled everything differently if I knew there was even a chance Shel believed it was her fault. The whole reason I broke up with Claire was so Shel wouldn’t feel like an inconvenience.

She ignores my question and keeps shouting at me.

“Now you won’t be available to Jacinthe because you’re my mom, so she’s going to break up with you too, and then we’ll have to leave!”

My breath catches as everything starts to make sense.

She thinks it’s happening all over again, only with so much more at stake. She was hiding because she thinks she’ll get dragged away from this place.

“I don’t want to leave!” she pleads. “I love it here. I want to live here forever.”

My body goes rigid as I’m faced with the truth.

I’ve got exactly what I wanted: a place for Shel to belong. A home. A life built just for us, where she can thrive and grow and feel confident.

And I’ve put it all at risk just to sleep with somebody.

Shel’s tone shifts from accusations to plaintive begging.

“I can just stay out of your way. You don’t have to drive me places. I don’t even have to go to Ali’s house again.” She glances between the two of us, her shoulders curling inward like she’s trying to make herself smaller. “Just don’t make us move. I don’t want to move.”

If I thought my heart was breaking before, it’s shattering into a million pieces now.

“Shel…”

I try to say more, but the lump in my throat is impossible to swallow.

She looks so tiny. So scared.

I’m scaring her.

A sniffling sound beside me makes me turn my head. Jacinthe is swiping at her eyes.

“I should let you two talk.”

She gets to her feet without meeting my eyes. I’m frozen, pinned under the suffocating weight of just how badly we’ve messed this up.

All I can do is watch as Jacinthe squats down next to Shel so they’re eye to eye.

“Shel, ma belle, écoutez-moi.” Her tone is solemn. She places a hand on Shel’s shoulder to give her a quick squeeze. “You are always welcome here. No one is kicking you out. I promise you that, okay? I don’t know what you and your mom will decide, but you do not ever have to worry that Gabrielle and I do not want you here. We love having you here.”

She glances over at me, the flashlight beam catching in her eyes.

“Both of you,” she adds, “and nothing could change that.”

She’s gone before Shel or I can say anything back. In the silence that follows, I hear her assuring everyone in the yard that we’re fine and that people should start heading home now.

Below my feet, I become aware of the sounds of the horses. I can hear a few of them pacing their stalls and letting out agitated whickers. We must have them on edge with all the shouting and frantic searching tonight.

I stretch my hand out like Shel is another nervous horse I need to win over with patient assurances.

“Would you come sit with me, honey?”

My hand is shaking, and it takes everything in me not to snatch her up and hold her here so she can never run off like that again.

She hesitates for what feels like an age. Then she settles down next to me on the hay bale.

I let out a long, heavy sigh of relief.

“Shel, I am so sorry.”

She’s looking down at her lap instead of at me, but at least she’s listening.

“I’m so sorry you had to see something that upset you tonight, and I’m so sorry you heard that phone call with Claire. I had no idea. I would have explained things to you better a long time ago if I did.”

She tilts her head. “Explained what?”

She’s in desperate need of a tissue. I fish through my pockets, but all I’ve got to offer her is a crumpled receipt. She still takes it.

“I would have explained that absolutely nothing is your fault,” I tell her, “not now or with Claire. We were two grown-ups in a relationship. When we broke up, it was about us, not you.”

She frowns after dabbing under her nose with the crumpled paper.

“But she said it was because you have a kid.” Her voice drops like she’s ashamed. “I took up too much of your time.”

I don’t know who I want to strangle more in this moment: Claire or myself.

“Shel, you are my life.” I lean my head down and wait until she finally looks at me before I go on. “Every single minute I spend with you is precious to me. You are my number one, always, always, always.”

Her eyes are still glistening, and I can tell I haven’t quite broken through to her yet.

“That’s how I want things to be,” I urge. “You are not an inconvenience. You do not take me away from other people. When I’m with you, it’s because I want to be with you. Do you understand?”

She blinks up at me a few times before she shuffles closer to clutch my arm.

“I understand,” she mumbles.

I sigh again and take a moment to glance up at the ceiling. If this night goes on for much longer, I’m going to start offering up prayers of salvation like Gabrielle.

“Good,” I tell Shel. “Everything else in our lives fits around that. I’m the one who broke up with Claire, remember? And it’s because she just…didn’t fit.”

Something in me unclenches, like a knot I didn’t realize I’d been carrying around all these years.

Whenever I thought about Claire, I’d try to pick out the things I did wrong or the reasons I never should have tried dating again at all, but maybe it wasn’t ever about that.

Maybe it really was that simple. Maybe she just didn’t fit.

“Does Jacinthe fit?”

Shel’s question startles me back to the present. My face starts heating up.

I open and close my mouth a few times as I try to figure out how to explain this.

“Jacinthe and I…aren’t girlfriends,” I finally manage.

Shel gawks at me. “What?”

My face gets even hotter. We’ve gone over the basics of sex already. She’s aware it’s something people in relationships do, but explaining the concept of no-strings hook-ups to a ten year-old feels like way more than I can handle tonight.

I wrack my brain for the simplest way to put this.

“We were in my bed together because we…we have a crush on each other, but we aren’t in a relationship like I was with Claire. Does that make sense?”

She squints at me like I’m pulling her leg.

“Are you going to be in a relationship?” she asks.

I prop my elbows on my knees and hunch over to drag my hands down my face.

“I don’t know if that would be a good idea,” I begin. “We⁠—”

“But you like her,” Shel interrupts, “and she likes you.”

A strained laugh bursts out of my throat.

“That’s true,” I say, “but it’s a little more complicated than that.”

Shel thinks for a moment, and then her face falls. She lets go of my arm.

“Because of me.”

“No, honey.” I catch her hand and squeeze. “Because we live in the same house, and because I help Jacinthe on the farm.”

She frowns and shakes her head. “Doesn’t that make it easier? Aren’t you like girlfriends already?”

I try to tell her that’s not true, but something keeps my jaw clamped tight.

I let myself picture it: what dating Jacinthe might really be like.

Of course, we’d already blown through the first few steps of U-Hauling before we’d even kissed, but besides skipping the whole ‘getting to know each other over a few casual dates’ thing, I can’t imagine being together would look much different than what we already do.

Coffee and barn chores in the morning. Dinner with Shel and Gabrielle in the evening. Warm nights on the porch and cold ones by the fire.

Sunset trail rides. Sneaking kisses in the truck. Grabbing a beer with friends during the odd moments both our schedules allow it.

Hell, she’s even come trick-or-treating with us already. She’s teaching Shel to play guitar.

I didn’t have to ask her for any of that. She just did it.

She just fits.

My eyes begin to sting, and I have to dig my hands into the hay bale again to keep from falling apart.

“I don’t want to do anything that puts us at risk,” I tell Shel.

“At risk? What do you mean?”

I clear my throat and cough a few times to dislodge the lump that’s forming.

“Well, if Jacinthe and I ever have a fight,” I explain, “and she doesn’t want us to live here anymore⁠—”

“But she’ll always want us to live here, no matter what.” Shel points over at the spot where Jacinthe crouched down beside her just minutes ago. “She promised.”

Her voice is hopeful, excited, like she’s holding out a missing puzzle piece she thinks I’ve forgotten about.

A flicker of anger ignites in my chest.

Jacinthe should have asked before she said something like that to my kid.

“I don’t think she can really make that kind of promise.”

Shel looks stricken. “She was lying?”

I swallow a curse. I’m just making this worse.

“No, baby, she wasn’t lying,” I assure her. “Jacinthe wouldn’t lie to you. She’s just…”

I think back to the look on Jacinthe’s face when she squeezed Shel’s shoulder, to the tears in her eyes when she watched my daughter struggle tonight.

I think about how a whole group of people missed Shel’s hiding spot, but Jacinthe knew just where to look.

“She’s a very good person,” I finish, “and you’re important to her. That’s why she made that promise.”

Shel is still shaking her head.

“I don’t understand. You don’t believe her?”

I rest my head in my hands again.

I don’t know what to believe anymore, and all I have left to give Shel is the truth.

“I want to believe her. I really do.”

The last thing I expect is for Shel to smile. She gives me a small, almost pitying grin and pats my arm.

“So just believe her, then.”

I stare at her for a moment, and then I tip my head back and laugh.

She makes it sound so simple.

“You’ve got it all figured out, huh?” I ask, reaching to ruffle her hair.

She pouts and swats my hand away.

“Maybe it’s not complicated, Mom. Maybe you’re making it complicated.”

I bark another laugh and slump against the hay bale behind us.

“Maybe you’re right.” I stretch my legs out in front of me. “Have I ever told you you’re just a little too smart?”

I hold up my thumb and index finger just millimeters apart. Shel crosses her arms and does a satisfied shimmy.

“Yeah. You have.”

She leans back beside me. I nudge her foot with my knee.

“Hey. Can I ask you to promise me something?”

She gives me a nervous glance when my voice turns solemn. “Yeah?”

“Don’t ever hide like that again. It’s okay if you don’t want to talk or if you need to be alone. I’ll respect that, but I need to know where you are. Always. It’s very important.”

She chews her lip and nods.

“You promise?” I insist.

I hold my hand out for a shake, and she takes it.

“Yeah. I promise.”

She’s got a firm grip, and I smile at the feeling of her tiny palm squeezing mine.

She learned that from me.

“What do we do now?” she asks once we let go.

“I think it’s time for you to get ready for bed.”

She has the sense not to complain.

“What about you?” she asks. “Will you talk to Jacinthe?”

Just the thought of that is exhausting. I already feel like I’ve run a marathon tonight.

“I have a lot to think about before I’m ready to do that,” I answer. “I will talk to her, though. Not tonight, but I will. I don’t know what’s going to happen, but we’ll figure this out.”

That seems to be good enough for Shel. She curls into my side, nudging at my hand until I start stroking her hair.

“My little rosy maple moth,” I murmur. “I’m so happy you’re safe.”

I’ve already declared bedtime, but I don’t make any move to get up. For now, I just stay here with my daughter.

For now, we’re all right.

For now, we’re home.


Chapter 26


Jacinthe



“Where are we even going?” I ask.

I’m crammed into the backseat of Natalie’s car like some kind of kidnapping victim while she and Maddie sit together up in the front.

“Emergency best friends meeting,” Natalie declares. “My place.”

We’re already halfway to La Cloche. I barely remember getting into the car. Everything since I left the hayloft is a blur.

I know I wanted to stay home. I remember the three of us sitting down to have tea in the kitchen with Maman. Everyone was asking me what happened, but I couldn’t speak. All I could do was stare down at the mug in my hands and think about what Tess said in the pasture.

We should never have moved to this farm at all.

She wouldn’t look at me. She wouldn’t let me touch her.

She was disgusted with me, and she had every right to be. I couldn’t control myself. I couldn’t stop wanting her. I convinced her to do things we shouldn’t, and it almost turned her daughter into a missing person poster.

I should have kept my distance. I should have left my guard up.

I thought I could let her in without something going wrong, but I know better. I’m not meant to have more people in my life.

“You need more than tea,” Natalie is saying upfront, “and I have very strong Scotch.”

“I don’t want to drink,” I tell her. “I should go back to Maman.”

“She’s sleeping,” Maddie says, in the kind of gentle voice you’d use in a hospital room. “Remember?”

I focus on the moments before we left the house, and I do remember Maman heading to bed by the time we were rinsing the teapot out.

Everything was dark down at the barn when I checked out the kitchen window. I thought about knocking on Tess’s door, and that’s when Natalie and Maddie insisted I needed to get out of there and clear my head.

The two of them keep chatting up front, but I zone out and watch the dark forest fly by outside the windows until we reach the streetlamps of La Cloche. The trick-or-treaters are long gone. Just a few flickering Jack-o-lanterns on porch steps are left to remind me it’s still Halloween.

Natalie lives in a tiny apartment above the health food shop her mother has been running for decades. The place is just off Rue Principale. We park in the small lot behind the shop and climb the staircase running along the back of the building up to Natalie’s door.

The apartment smells like a woodsy candle. The scent of pine gets sharper when Natalie re-lights the huge jar candle on her coffee table after clicking a few lamps on.

A giant painting of the moon with the subtle shape of a woman’s body hidden in silvery beams of moonlight hangs on the wall above the couch. It’s some of Natalie’s best work. Usually I tease her about her ‘naked lady art’ whenever I come over, but this time, I plop down on the couch without giving the piece more than a glance.

Maddie sits next to me on the couch while Natalie curls up in the papasan chair tucked into the corner next to her cluttered bookshelf.

She really is such a hippie.

They both stare at me like I’m a bomb that’s about to explode, and after a couple seconds tick by, that’s exactly how I feel.

I can’t keep this all in.

Not anymore.

“Tess and I…were hooking up.”

I wait for them to gasp or cheer or fall out of their seats in shock, but all they do is nod.

“I mean, we guessed that a long time ago,” Natalie says.

I gawk at her. “You did?”

Maddie raises an eyebrow over the top of her glasses. “It was very obvious.”

I try to sputter out a few excuses, but I’ve got nothing.

“Well, I meant we were hooking up, like, tonight,” I add. “When Shel got home. She walked in on us.”

Now they gasp. Maddie’s hands fly up to cover her mouth, and Natalie’s face turns pale.

“Oh no,” Maddie mutters from behind her fingers.

“Yeah.” I give her an empty smile. “Very oh no.”

“Is that why she ran away?” Natalie asks, leaning closer.

“Ouais, c’est ҫa. She got scared,” I explain. “She thought her mom and I are girlfriends, and she’s scared if we break up, I’ll kick them out of the house.”

My stomach churns at the thought of her little face looking so terrified, like I’d turned into an evil super villain.

“She really loves living here. She said she wants to stay forever.”

My voice catches on the last word. Maddie rests her hand on my shoulder.

“That’s really sweet, actually,” Natalie says.

I flail my hands around in frustration. “Ben, it would be, if everything were not all fucked up now.”

Natalie squints at me. “What’s fucked up about it? I mean, besides Shel walking in on you guys. That’s rough, but I’m sure Tess can help her process it.”

I drop my head into my hands and rub my forehead. I’m probably going to end up with new wrinkles by the end of this night.

“What’s fucked up is that I asked Tess to be my partner.”

Natalie lets out a squawk, and Maddie’s grip on my shoulder tightens so hard I have to shrug her off me.

“Your partner?” she squeaks.

I’ve really got to start being more specific with that one.

“My business partner,” I say. “I talked to Maman about it, and we agreed we should make Tess a partner if she wants to help run a boarding stable at La Grange Rouge.”

“Ohhhh,” Natalie drawls.

Maddie looks even more confused, and I realize I still haven’t talked to her about the idea at all.

I haven’t talked to either of them about anything lately. Despite running an inn together, we’ve all been wrapped up in our own little worlds and never-ending to-do lists.

I spend a few minutes explaining the boarding concept to Maddie and then get back to the part about me proposing the partnership to Tess.

“Did she say no?” Maddie asks once she’s caught up.

“She said it would be a good fit and she’s interested, but we agreed we would have to stop hooking up if we do that.”

The two of them share a look.

“So tonight…?” Natalie hazards.

“Was gonna be the last time.”

They look at each other again, and even though neither of them cracks a smile, I could swear they’re trying not to laugh.

“C’est vrai!” I growl. “It was!”

Natalie holds up her hands in surrender. “Okay, so if you’re not hooking up anymore, and Tess wants the job, then can you just explain all that to Shel?”

The way Tess looked at me in the field flashes through my mind like a bolt of lightning, leaving everything burnt to a crisp.

I shudder.

“I do not think that is an option. When we were out looking for Shel, Tess told me…”

I wince and dig my nails into the tops of my thighs.

“She says she wishes she never moved to the farm.”

Natalie gets up from the papasan chair and hip checks me so I’m forced to move over and make room for her. The three of us are so squished on the two-seater that Maddie is practically sliding to the floor, but I’m suddenly too exhausted to do anything except let my head slump against Natalie’s shoulder.

“Tess was probably just really upset,” she tells me. “I mean, her kid was missing. She was freaking out.”

I shake my head as much as I can without rolling off her shoulder.

“I think it’s more than that. Shel is her priority, of course, and after what happened tonight…”

I squeeze my eyes shut. I’ve never wished I could turn back time as much as I do now.

“I just don’t think she’ll stick around,” I whisper.

The two of them try to comfort me, but I jump to my feet and begin pacing the room. My lungs feel like they’re being squeezed too tight to breathe.

“I should have known,” I mutter. “I should have known she’d never stay.”

I make it all the way to Natalie’s tiny kitchen—which isn’t saying much considering it’s basically just the other half of the living room—and brace my hands on the counter, breathing hard.

“You weren’t just hooking up, were you?” Natalie asks once I’ve calmed down enough to turn around and face the couch again.

Maddie looks like she’s close to tears herself.

“She means a lot to you,” she says in a soft voice.

There’s no point lying.

“She does.”

My chest gets even tighter, but the truth still finds a way out.

“I…I think I’m falling for her.”

I gasp and clutch at the counter again as it all comes crashing down on me.

I’m falling for her, and there’s nothing to catch me now.

My friends scramble up from the couch and come running to my side.

“Hey,” Natalie soothes while Maddie rubs my arm. “It’s okay. You mean a lot to her too. We can all see it. I think she’s falling for you just as hard.”

I shake my head.

They’re not getting it. They didn’t see her tonight.

“It doesn’t matter anymore.”

“Give it time,” Maddie urges. “She went through a lot tonight. You both did. I really don’t think this is the end.”

I suck in a sharp breath and try to listen to what she’s saying, but I just don’t see another way out.

Tess is going to leave.

“I’m so fucking stupid,” I mutter. “I know better.”

Natalie makes a fist and holds it up in front of my face.

“Hey. Don’t call my best friend fucking stupid.”

She boops my nose, and it’s so ridiculous it somehow manages to make me crack a smile.

“I’m sorry we haven’t been there for any of this,” she says, letting her arm drop back to her side. “We’ve all been so busy adjusting to running the inn. You should have been able to talk to us.”

I huff a laugh. “Ben, it was a secret.”

She chuckles. “Yeah, well, we’re pretty shit at keeping secrets from each other. I don’t remember either of you being shocked when you found out about me and Brooke.”

Maddie clears her throat and raises her hand. “For the record, I’m still in the middle of a major dry spell with no secret lover in sight.”

Natalie reaches over and swipes at some of the smudged eyeliner on her cheeks. “That I do believe, kitty cat.”

Maddie swats her away.

“You bitch,” she snaps, but she’s laughing.

Somehow, despite the ache in my chest and the tightness around my lungs, I’m laughing too.

“Look, we’re going to figure this out, okay?” Natalie says. “And we’re not going to let running a business together get in the way of being there for each other as friends.”

She steps away and rifles through one of her cupboards before pulling out a bottle of amber liquor.

“Regular catch-ups are a must, okay? Starting with whiskey tonight.”

Just the sight of the bottle makes my stomach churn. I doubt I’m going to be able to eat anytime soon, never mind throw back straight whiskey.

“I really do not think I can drink.”

Natalie raises her eyebrows. “Damn. You’re too upset for Macallan? You really do like this woman.”

I give her a weak grin. “Guess I really do.”

Maddie snatches the bottle out of Natalie’s hands and sets it on the counter.

“How about just a group hug, then?” she asks.

They’re already folding me into their arms, holding me like we’ve held each other for every storm we’ve weathered before, but I still answer anyway.

“A group hug sounds very good.”


Chapter 27


Tess



The sky is still a deep black when I leave the house in the morning, with just the faintest few streaks of orange ringing the horizon. I realize it’s now the first of November. The trees are almost completely bare, and every day takes us further into the darkness of winter.

I pull my jacket a little tighter around me. It’s cold enough that I reach for the pair of knit gloves tucked into one of my pockets. My breath clouds the air in front of my face.

My eyes feel dry and grainy. I was sure I hadn’t slept at all last night, but I must have dozed off at some point. I startled awake at the sound of my 6AM alarm going off.

Shel is still fast asleep. I’m considering cancelling all my farrier calls today and letting her stay home from school, but I’ll see how she feels when she gets up.

For now, I have Jacinthe to face.

Despite tossing and turning all night, I still have no idea what I’m going to say.

I know I owe her an apology, at least. How I spoke when she came to find me in the pasture wasn’t okay, and it wasn’t even accurate.

I don’t wish we never came here. I just wish I knew where the fuck to go now.

After hovering on the landing outside my door for a few more minutes, I accept that no pre-dawn epiphany is showing up to strike me. I’m going to have to wing this.

I step down onto the well-worn dirt path, the earth cold and hard beneath my boots. I make it a few paces down the route to the barn before I notice something is off.

The horses are already outside.

“What the hell?” I mutter.

The paddocks are all dotted with grazing horses, clouds of condensation forming in the air around their noses.

I wrack my brain to try and remember if we somehow forgot to bring them in last night, but they were definitely locked up when we were looking for Shel.

That means Jacinthe has already been down to the barn.

I jog around to the front of the house to scan the driveway.

Her truck is gone.

She did the morning chores without me.

I’m still glancing around the yard like she might pop up out of some bushes and tell me this is all a joke when a voice from up on the porch cuts through the stillness of the dawn.

“She went to the inn.”

I jump about a foot in the air when I spot Gabrielle watching me from one of the rocking chairs. She’s wrapped in several blankets, a steaming mug of tea clutched in her hands.

“Pardonnez-moi, ma belle,” she says when she witnesses me nearly have a heart attack. “I did not mean to scare you.”

“That’s okay,” I wheeze, clutching my chest. “I just didn’t see you there.”

Once my pulse is no longer racing, I step over to the edge of the porch.

“I can’t believe everything is done already,” I say, sweeping my hand out towards the paddocks. “She must have gotten up in the middle of the night.”

Gabrielle tuts and shakes her head. “I don’t think she slept at all.”

“I’m not sure I did either,” I admit.

Gabrielle nods at the rocking chair next to hers. “Would you like to come sit?”

It’s still way too early to wake Shel up even if she does feel well enough for school today, so I hop up onto the porch and settle into the chair.

“Can I get you a tea or a coffee?” Gabrielle asks.

I’m not sure my stomach can handle caffeine today, and she looks way too cozy to get up anyway, so I shake my head.

“Oh, that’s fine,” I tell her. “Thank you, though.”

She blows on her tea and takes a slow sip before fixing me in a thoughtful stare.

She doesn’t have Jacinthe’s eyes. Hers are a deep sea green, but their features are similar enough that I can only hold her gaze for a few seconds before I have to look away.

I keep seeing Jacinthe’s face from last night, a few tears still gleaming in her eyes as she knelt down in front of Shel and promised her she belongs here.

I want to stay mad at her for making a promise she can’t keep, but guilt and indecision have spent the whole night dousing my anger.

Maybe she really meant it.

Maybe I’m the one who can’t promise to stay.

“Are you all right, ma belle?”

I lace my hands together in my lap and consider lying, but all I can do is huff a bitter laugh.

“I could say yes, but would you believe me?”

The corner of Gabrielle’s mouth lifts. “Pas du tout.”

My stomach flips. That’s exactly what Jacinthe would say too.

“How is Shel?” she asks.

I latch onto the subject change like it’s a lifeline.

“Snoring like an old man,” I answer. “At least someone around here is getting some sleep.”

Gabrielle’s posture loosens, and she lets out a relieved sigh.

“She was not hurt at all last night, I hope?”

“No, just shook up and scared.”

Gabrielle tilts her head, hesitating for a moment before she asks, “Jacinthe said you and Shel had an argument?”

A rush of gratitude floods my chest. I hadn’t even thought about a cover story until now, but Jacinthe must have handled everything.

“Um, yeah. Something like that,” I answer. “Then she bolted. She’s never done that before.”

I can’t hide the guilt in my voice. I was so careless. I should have realized Shel could get home early last night. I should have put a stop to things with Jacinthe before we took it that far.

“Jacinthe used to hide in the hayloft.”

Gabrielle’s tone takes on a faraway note as she stares at the lengthening orange streaks in the sky.

“When her father would go away, back before he went away for good,” she adds. “I should have known to check there too.”

“It’s not your fault,” I assure her.

She takes another sip of her tea.

“I’m, um, sorry,” I blurt. “About her father. It sounds like it was a really tough time.”

She shrugs and sighs again before giving me a smile that doesn’t reach her eyes.

“It was a long time ago.”

“I’m sure it doesn’t always feel that way,” I murmur.

It doesn’t feel that way when I think about the first time I ever found Shel in tears about her father.

“You’re right,” Gabrielle agrees. “Sometimes it feels like it was yesterday.”

She tugs the blankets a little tighter around her shoulders.

“We were happy, you know,” she tells me. “When we bought the farm. We were a family.”

I stay quiet this time. Somehow, I can tell these words are coming from a deep and secret part of her, one that hardly ever sees the light.

“I never thought it would be just me and Jacinthe. Nothing can make you ready for that. It’s been just the two of us for so long that sometimes I am afraid she’ll never find anyone else. She works so hard, you know. She does not think about herself very often.”

I think of all the times I’ve seen Jacinthe so exhausted she’s nearly fallen asleep on her feet in the barn.

“That’s true.”

Gabrielle tilts her head towards me. “You are the same.”

She waits until I look her in the eye before she goes on.

“You both work too hard, but together…” She purses her lips like she’s trying to find the right words and then shrugs. “You are good together.”

My face heats up, and I pretend to be focused on flicking some imaginary dirt off my jeans.

I wonder if she’d be saying the same thing if she knew just how close together we’ve been.

“She asked me if I wanted to be a partner here at the farm,” I say, desperate to get us back to safer topics. “She said you would be okay with it?”

“I’m the one who told her to ask,” Gabrielle says with a chuckle. “She won’t admit it, but she needs somebody here, and I think maybe the person she needs is you.”

I give up on the fake dirt and drag my hands through my hair instead, all my breath whooshing out on a long exhale.

Gabrielle is yet another person I’ve got to worry about disappointing here.

“It’s a lot to think about,” I admit.

She reaches over to pat my arm.

“Je sais. I’m sorry. I don’t mean to pressure you. If you don’t think it’s a good idea, of course we will both respect that. I just want you to know you are valued here. You are important, even if it’s only been a short time.”

Her words hit me straight in the chest. I blink hard, taking another deep breath to steady myself.

“It’s all happening so fast,” I say. “It’s like everything is falling into place, and I can’t trust it. I keep waiting for the catch.”

I should stop. I’m ranting now, my deepest thoughts pouring out of me faster than I can process them, but I can’t hold this all inside me.

“I could have lost Shel last night. While we were out looking for her, I thought, you know what? That’s it. It’s too much. We’ve got to leave.”

Gabrielle gasps, but she doesn’t interrupt me.

“But the whole reason Shel ran is because she doesn’t want to leave. This place, this life, it’s…it’s everything I wanted for her.”

The sun is coming up now, the first sliver of flaming gold cresting over the scraggly bare branches of the forest.

The sight of it lulls me into silence, and for a few minutes, we just watch as the sun climbs higher and higher, the thick blanket of night slipping away into the far corners of the sky until the darkness is gone for good.

Morning is here, pale and rosy with possibility.

“Is it what you wanted for you?”

Gabrielle’s voice is so soft I almost miss her question. Her gaze is still pinned to the sky.

“It’s not supposed to be about me.”

She shakes her head and grins, like she and the sky are sharing a joke.

“That’s how it goes for mothers, non? We want the best for everyone else.” She turns to look at me, her gentle expression sharpening into something sterner. “But you’re not just a mother. You’re a daughter. You’re a person, and other people want the best for you too. I’m sure your mother would say the same. You can want things for you, Tess.”

That’s exactly the kind of thing my mom would say if I called her right now. She’d set down her mug of mint hot chocolate, wag a finger at me, and tell me she didn’t bring me into this world just to forget all about myself.

The corners of my eyes begin to sting. My throat burns, and I turn away to cough.

“God, sometimes I really miss my mom,” I say. “I don’t even know how to talk to her about⁠—”

I catch myself before I can say ‘Jacinthe.’

“All this,” I finish instead.

Gabrielle gives my arm another pat. “I may not be your mom, but I am a mom. Maybe you can talk to me.”

She’s so kind. She’s one of the kindest people I’ve ever met. All I’ve found here in La Cloche is kindness, and somehow, I’ve still turned it into a mess.

The tears I’ve been blinking back begin to streak hot, thick trails down my cheeks.

“Sorry,” I mutter, swiping at my face. “It’s just…”

“It’s Jacinthe, isn’t it?”

My head jerks up. I try to stutter out a denial, but I can’t make a sound.

Gabrielle smirks. “I see the way you are together. I am not as old and clueless as I look.”

There’s no point denying everything, not when she already seems so convinced, so I just sigh and settle deeper into my chair.

“I just…I don’t know what to trust,” I admit. “My head is telling me there’s no way it’s responsible to live with someone, work with someone, and…be with someone, at least not in a matter of months. It’s the most obvious recipe for disaster I’ve ever heard.”

I squirm a little at even alluding to having something going on with her daughter, but Gabrielle isn’t fazed; she nods like I’m saying everything she expected me to.

“But your heart?” she prompts.

My heart is saying it needs a goddamn break from all these emotions, but beneath the complaining, there’s a deeper truth.

“My heart is saying I’ll never forgive myself if I throw this all away without giving it a chance.”

The daylight is splashing over the edge of the porch, nearly reaching our toes as the sun gains more strength. A few songbirds who haven’t migrated are twittering in the trees.

I could get used to mornings like this.

I have gotten used to mornings like this: the stillness, the peace, the routine of chores and coffee that somehow turns meditative instead of monotonous over time.

“And I don’t think Shel will forgive me either.”

She’s gotten used to this too. I didn’t even realize quite how much, but yesterday proved it.

Forever.

She wants to stay here forever. She’s not the kind of kid to throw that word around.

“May I say something?”

I blink to clear the glare of the sun from my eyes.

“Be my guest,” I answer Gabrielle. “At this point, I’d even take advice from Joaquin.”

She indulges me with a chuckle and then turns serious again.

“If you and Jacinthe were rushing into this tout fou, without thinking or being careful, I would say something different, but you’re not. En fait, you are both thinking a bit too hard. You are smart, responsible women. You both care about Shel and about la grange. I do not think that means you can’t care about each other too.”

I blink harder as pinpricks of heat begin to gather in the corners of my eyes again.

“I know when you’re a mother, all you do is worry about what could go wrong.”

Gabrielle pauses and nods as she drifts off into a memory for a moment.

“And things do go wrong,” she continues. “I know that. I know that very well, but sometimes, every once in a while, if you let them, things go very, very right.”

I dab at my tears with my fingertips, but there’s no stopping them now.

“So how do you know?” I ask, my voice cracking. “How do you know when it’s right or wrong?”

“You don’t.”

My heart drops. For a moment, I think that’s all she has to say about it, but then she reaches for my hand and squeezes.

“You trust,” she says, leaning in close so I don’t miss a word. “You listen to your head and your heart, and you do your best, ma belle.”

Her eyes are shining too. She gives me a watery grin.

She makes it sound so easy.

Shel made it sound easy too.

Maybe, somehow, it can be.

Maybe I can do what Gabrielle said and give this life a chance to be good.


Chapter 28


Jacinthe



Ipull into the driveway at La Grange Rouge just as the sun is starting to set. My hands are shaking on the wheel. The only reason I got through the day without collapsing was by chugging coffee from the kitchen at Balsam Inn every two hours.

Maddie even tried to get me to take a nap in one of the empty guest rooms, but I was way too wired. Sleep-deprived or not, I needed to move.

It only took me a few hours to zoom through my whole to-do list of tasks at the inn. I even got started on packing up the lawn furniture for the winter before Natalie caught me trying to stack picnic tables all by myself.

She called me an insurance risk and ordered me to go home.

I cut the engine and hop out of the truck. I’m about to head into the house to grab a snack when I spot something out of place down by the barn.

Specifically, it’s a horse out of place.

One of the horses is saddled up and tied to the hitching rail.

I glance around to see if Maman might have decided she’s feeling up for a ride, but there’s no one in the yard that I can see from here.

I stuff the truck keys into my pocket and trudge towards the barn. Once I’m a little closer, I recognize Sam. His black tail swishes, and his ears flick towards the sound of my footsteps.

“Salut?” I call out. “Maman?”

There’s no answer. I walk faster.

By the time I reach the hitching post, I still haven’t heard or seen anyone.

“Sammy, qu’est-ce que tu fait?” I croon, stretching my hand out to let him sniff me.

Then I spot the sticky note on his saddle. I rip it off and hold it up to my face to read the short sentence scrawled in blue ink.

Meet me at Sunset Ridge.

My heart pounds. That’s not Maman’s writing. I stuff the sticky note into my pocket and whip my phone out instead. I shoot Maman a text to ask if everything is okay and then stand there giving Sam some pats while I wait for a reply.

She answers in less than a minute, with a whole bunch of winky face emojis and a message telling me there’s someone waiting for me.

“What the hell is going on here, Sam?” I ask while stroking his forelock out of his eyes. “What am I supposed to do?”

He snorts and tosses his head.

I guess he’s right; it’s pretty fucking obvious.

I’m supposed to go to Sunset Ridge.

Five minutes later, we’re trotting along the trail through the woods. Sam is extra frisky in the chilly air, but I don’t try to cull his scampering. I’m too busy with some scampering of my own. My pulse is racing, and my body is urging me to nudge Sam up into a gallop.

I can’t tell if I’m excited or terrified.

There’s only one person who could be waiting at the end of this ride, and I have no idea what she’s got to say to me.

By the time I make it out of the woods and up the hill to the ridge, the sun is almost kissing the mountains goodnight. The sky is a mottled indigo and pink, with brilliant orange fanning out from the west.

Even without the glow of their autumn leaves, the Laurentian Mountains are stunning. The endless rolling slopes look like the curves of a woman’s body stretched out under a patterned bedspread, like shoulders and hips just waiting to be kissed.

I tug on the reins to bring Sam to a halt. He prances around a little but stays still enough for me to scan the ridge.

We have to walk a few more meters around a clump of bushes, and then there she is.

Tess.

She’s tied Nana up to the old hitching post, and she’s sitting on a boulder spread with a striped blanket. There are a couple saddlebags sitting on the ground beside her, stuffed with what looks like a Thermos and a few Tupperware containers of food.

She jumps to her feet as soon as Sam plods around the edge of the bushes.

“You came.”

Her eyes are wide. She’s wearing a thick black jacket zipped up to her chin and her usual worn blue jeans over some riding boots.

“You left me a horse with a sticky note on his saddle,” I say. “Of course I came.”

I don’t know if I should laugh. It feels risky to even smile.

She probably wouldn’t drag me all the way out to the ridge and bring a nice meal for us if she was planning on announcing she’s leaving forever, but stranger things have happened out here in these hills.

“I take it I should, uh, get off the horse?” I ask.

She snaps out of her trance and comes over to hold Sam’s bridle for me. A couple minutes later, he’s hitched up next to Nana while Tess and I stand face to face.

The setting sun makes her profile glow. Her hair is a little rumpled from her riding helmet, and all I want to do is reach over to smooth down her bangs.

Instead, I stuff my hands in my pockets and scuff at some pebbles with the toe of my boot.

Tess takes a deep breath. “First off, I need to apologize.”

I snap my gaze up from the ground to meet her stare.

“I was harsh with you last night,” she says. “I was terrified about Shel, but I shouldn’t have yelled at you like that.”

I shake my head and wave the apology off. “Your kid was missing. It’s okay. You don’t have to be sorry for that.”

“It’s not just that,” she insists. “I said some things I didn’t mean.”

My heart is beating so loud I’m scared it’s going to block out the sound of her voice. I cross my fingers in my pockets and hold my breath.

“I don’t wish we never moved here.”

She takes a step closer. There’s a ringing sound in my ears, and I wonder if I’m about to pass out.

“In fact, I think moving here might be the best thing I’ve ever done.”

The air whooshes out of my lungs. Tess is still hovering a couple feet away, but the tiniest smile tugs at the corners of her mouth.

“I came to La Cloche looking to start a new life,” she says, “one that felt more intentional. After I got pregnant with Shel, life turned into one big series of reactions. I wanted to make something built for me and her from the start. I wanted more control.”

She flicks her eyes to the sky above us and huffs a laugh.

“But life doesn’t work that way, does it? You don’t get control. You don’t get to see the big picture. There’s always something hovering around the corner you can never quite plan for, and this time, that something was you.”

The whole horizon seems to tilt behind her. I feel like I’m floating outside my body and watching from up in the mountains as I place a hand on my chest and check over both my shoulders before asking, “Moi?”

Tess bursts out laughing.

“Yes, you,” she says. “I mean, toi.”

I come back down to earth and start laughing too. It feels like some of the tension is draining out of us, and by the time we’ve calmed down, I realize we’ve moved to stand just inches apart.

“Jacinthe,” Tess says. My name sounds so perfect on her lips. “I…I’m not just attracted to you. I care about you. I like you. I think I could fall for you, if I let myself.”

My heart swells in my chest, squishing against my ribs in a way that should be painful, but instead, I just want more. I want to be so full of this feeling that there’s no room for anything else.

“I’ve been trying to find a way around that,” Tess continues. “I’ve been treating it like it’s a problem, like it’s the catch that comes along with everything good I’ve found in La Cloche, but what if it’s not?”

I see her hand flex at her side, but she doesn’t reach for me.

“What if you, and what we have….what we could have…” She trails off, her eyes searching my face. “What if it’s the best thing in this whole damn town?”

I can’t help it anymore. I need to touch her.

I slide my hand out of my pocket and stretch my fingers out towards her. She catches them in her own, and the warmth of her skin is like a murmured reassurance.

She’s here. She’s not going anywhere.

“It’s not logical,” she says, gripping me tighter. “It’s not rational. It’s not the smartest choice, but honestly, I’m so fucking tired of being smart.”

We both laugh at that. I tug her a little closer until we’re almost chest to chest.

“And you know what?” she adds. “I think giving up on this without giving it a shot might actually be very fucking stupid.”

My throat is too thick for me to speak, but I brush my thumb over her knuckles to let her know I agree. She shivers at my touch, her eyelids fluttering closed.

“You fit me,” she murmurs. “You fit me better than anyone I’ve ever met.”

She opens her eyes and leans her head closer, until our foreheads are almost touching.

“I’ve spent years being terrified I’ll only ever be an inconvenience to a partner, or worse, that I’ll end up with someone who makes Shel feel like an inconvenience.” She grimaces for a moment and then goes on. “But maybe I’ve worried so much that I’m the one making her an inconvenience when she’s not a problem at all. Not to you.”

My throat is still hoarse, but I force myself to speak.

“Of course not. I promised her she is always welcome here. I meant that.”

Tess nods, the tip of her nose grazing mine.

“I know you did, and I want to trust that.”

She’s breathing hard enough that I can see the rise and fall of her chest under her jacket.

“I-I do,” she stammers. “I do trust that.”

Her eyes flare wide, like she wasn’t sure she’d be able to say it.

“Which is a huge leap of faith,” she adds in a rush, “and maybe it makes me irresponsible, but it feels true. I feel it in here, and that matters. That counts.”

She lifts our joined hands so they’re pressed between our chests.

“So I want to do this,” she says. “I want to stay at La Grange Rouge. I think we could build something really special here, and I want…you. I want you, Jacinthe. For real. I want us.”

I can feel the warmth of her breath on my lips and the heat of the setting sun on my face.

This is the part where I’m supposed to say I want us too. This is the part where I’m supposed to tell her I feel everything she does, that I want her here just as badly as she wants to stay, but I can’t speak.

I can’t make a sound.

If I tell her I want her, there’s no taking it back. There’s no putting the walls back up.

I’ll be letting her in, and it’s been so long since I did that for anyone.

She must see something in my face, or maybe I’ve just hesitated for too long. Some of the hope drains from her eyes, and her hand goes limp in mine.

“God, I’m an idiot,” she mutters. “I haven’t even asked if you want that too.”

Now is really the time to say something, but my stupid mouth won’t work. I can’t move my body at all, only this time, I’m not floating above myself. I’m trapped inside a cage, forced to watch Tess’s face blanch as she takes a fumbling step away from me.

“Oh, wow,” she mumbles. “I’ve really got this wrong.”

She yanks her hand out of my stiff grip and turns her back to me. She takes a few paces away and then stops. Her shoulders begin shaking.

Inside my head, I’m screaming, but here on the hillside, there’s nothing but quiet.

She makes it all the way to the boulder and starts packing up the blanket before I finally manage to make a strangled gargling noise and take a jerky step forward.

“Tess!” I cry. “Stop!”

She freezes, and I lurch forward, panic clawing at my chest when my throat starts to swell shut again.

“Tabarnak,” I hiss. “Why is this so hard?”

She lets the blanket drop and turns to watch as I stumble all the way over to her.

Her face is guarded, but at least she’s listening. I pull in a breath through my nose and focus on her, just her. The deeper I breathe, the more my vision tunnels, until I’ve blocked out the rest of the world.

The past doesn’t matter, and neither does the future. Nothing else matters when I’m looking at her.

“You’re not the hard part. It’s not hard to want you, Tess. It’s so easy. It’s one of the easiest things I’ve ever done. I’m falling for you too.”

Her mouth drops open. I want to press my thumb to her bottom lip and then guide her mouth to mine, but I need to finish first.

She needs to hear this.

“I don’t let people in. Not like this. Not to my home.” My voice trembles, but I push on. “But the truth is, I can’t picture my home without you anymore. You belong there. You and Shel. You belong there with me and Maman and the horses and even that asshole donkey.”

She lets out a faint chuckle, her hands flying up to cover her mouth.

“It’s scary,” I admit. “It’s scary to know you could leave. I worked really hard to be okay after my dad left. I don’t want to have to work that hard again, but if you’re going to trust me, I have to trust you too.”

I step forward and hold out both my hands this time, my palms open for her.

“And I do,” I say. “I do. I do.”

I want to keep saying it. I want to repeat it forever. I want to sing it through the mountains until every person in every town for miles and miles can hear how much I want this with her.

I don’t get the chance. She leaps at me, ignoring my offered hands and wrapping her arms around my neck instead.

With the height difference, I end up squished into her boobs. It’s impossible to say anything else now, but I’m not complaining, even when she squeezes me so tight it gets hard to breathe.

“I’d love to talk about running La Grange Rouge with you,” she says. I can hear her beaming even without seeing her face. “As a partner. I think we could make a great team.”

She releases me enough for me to tip my head up. Her eyes are shining, and there’s a huge grin on her face.

“And I want you to take you on a proper date, okay?” she asks. “Everything else is moving fast, but I want to take this part slow.”

My chest is back to bursting with joy. I feel drunk, like the sweet burn of being close to her has turned everything hazy and light.

I glance between her face and her chest while waggling my eyebrows.

“Slow?” I repeat.

She tips her head back and laughs. “I mean, I still want to fuck you senseless at the next possible opportunity.”

My breath catches.

“But I think we could try to have some semblance of a normal progression into a relationship now,” she adds.

I shake my head. “That was a lot of big English words I am way too turned on to understand.”

I give her tits one last longing glance before I step back enough to plant my hands on her waist.

“But slow sounds good,” I agree. “I think slow would be nice.”

She catches one of my hands in hers and lifts it up to press a kiss to my knuckles.

I always thought the whole ‘butterflies’ thing was kind of stupid, but a whole flock of them take off in my stomach at the soft brush of her lips.

“Come sit with me,” she says.

We head to the boulder together. She spreads the blanket back out, and we climb on top to sit with the sides of our thighs pressed together.

The horses are grazing on tufts of yellowed grass, unbothered by the fact that our lives have all changed today.

The sun doesn’t seem bothered either. It’s just a glowing red semi-circle now, glinting like a ruby as it sinks below the crest of the highest mountain. Brilliant streaks of crimson paint the sky, fading to pink and then dusky purple. If I reached up above my head, I’m sure the colours would coat my fingertips.

In this moment, I swear I could touch the sky.

We’ll have to get going soon if we want to be home before dark, but for now, we sit and watch the end of the day that might just be the start of everything.

“It’s beautiful,” I say, tilting my head onto Tess’s shoulder.

She leans down to plant a kiss on my forehead.

“It’s home.”


Chapter 29


Tess



“What are you talking about?” Jacinthe asks. “What girl doesn’t like long romantic walks to the tack shop?”

She jumps out of the passenger seat before I have a chance to answer and rushes around to my side of the truck. After pulling the door open, she bows at the waist and holds her hand out with a flourish.

“À votre service, madame.”

I can’t help but laugh at the French butler routine.

“I just feel like such an idiot,” I tell her. “How did I not realize the restaurant is closed on Mondays?”

We’re in the mostly deserted parking lot of the local tack shop, on the outskirts of Saint-Jovite. We were supposed to get dinner at a nice pasta place in town. I figured we wouldn’t need reservations for a Monday, which turned out to be correct, seeing as the restaurant doesn’t bother to open on Monday nights at all.

The buzzing neon sign in the tack shop window indicates we’ll at least be able to get in here. Jacinthe suggested we make this pit stop on our way back to La Cloche.

The place’s logo features a drawing of a barrel and a cartoon grinning horse racing around it. The long, tin-roofed building has a huge bulletin board on the front wall featuring ads and notices put up by all the local horse people.

We’ll be able to put an ad up there ourselves very soon. This morning, we wrapped up our final meeting with the lawyer who made all the legal documents for Balsam Inn. Creating the contracts for a boarding stable was a lot more straightforward, especially since La Grange Rouge is already an established business.

They just have a new co-director of operations signed on now.

Tonight’s dinner was meant to be a celebration, but more importantly, it was supposed to be our first real date. In the two weeks since I left that note on Sam’s saddle and prayed Jacinthe would be up for the ride, we’ve put our focus on creating the business and letting the dust settle before taking the next step towards us.

“Don’t worry about it,” Jacinthe says, guiding me out of the truck once I’ve unclipped my seatbelt. “The tack shop will be much more romantic.”

I give her a look. “The tack shop will be more romantic than the cute Italian restaurant?”

“Ben ouais,” she says, practically skipping as she drags me by the hand to the shop’s door. “We can look at all the shiny new saddles and the fancy riding clothes. We can try stuff on! You would look sexy as fuck in some chaps.”

I tell her she has a weird sense of romance, and she beams at me as we walk through the door. A bell chimes above our heads, and the scent of leather and pine fills my nose.

A bored-looking middle-aged woman behind the cash register calls out a greeting and then returns to reading the romance novel she has propped on the counter. There are only a couple other people wandering around the aisles filled with saddles, bridles, and every kind of horse care accessory known to the equestrian world.

Jacinthe takes us straight to the back of the store, where there are a few racks of clothing for sale. They have everything from pristine show jumping jackets to cozy polar fleeces and—to Jacinthe’s whooping delight—a few pairs of full-length leather chaps.

“You have to put them on,” she says, yanking a dark brown pair with fringed edges off the rack and thrusting the hanger into my hands.

I try to give them back, but she backs away with her hands up.

“Why me?” I protest. “Why don’t you put them on, since you like them so much?”

“I want to see you in them,” she insists.

Then she gives me a mischievous wag of her eyebrows that I know means nothing but trouble.

“Just the chaps,” she adds. “Nothing underneath.”

I make a face.

“That is unsanitary,” I inform her. “I don’t think the store would appreciate me going commando in a pair of chaps I have no intention of buying.”

She balks. “Um, I am definitely buying these if they fit you.”

I shake my head and end up cracking a smile.

“Do you have a secret leather fetish or something?” I ask.

She crosses her arms.

“Câlice, là. Can’t I just think you have a great ass that would look sexy in these?”

I feel my cheeks heat up at the compliment. Even after everything we’ve been through, she can still make me blush with just a few words.

I fold the chaps over my arm and give them a pat.

“Okay. You win. I’ll try them on.”

There are a couple changing stalls in the corner. I head into the closest one and tug the curtain shut behind me. I hang the chaps and my coat on the hooks screwed into the wall and then contemplate my options. I’m wearing date-worthy slacks and a button-down.

Jacinthe and I both walked out of the house tonight wearing our houndstooth blazers as a nod to Thanksgiving and then spent at least five minutes laughing about making the same joke. We ditched the blazers in the truck, since we figured two butch lesbians in identical outfits eating pasta together might look like something out of a sitcom and attract a little more attention than we wanted.

The slacks are going to look ridiculous under the chaps, so after pondering for a moment, I end up sliding them off and then pulling the chaps on over just my underwear.

That, of course, puts my ass on full display in the back.

“Do they fit?” Jacinthe asks from behind the curtain.

I crank my neck around to get a glimpse of my butt in the wall mirror.

I have to admit she was right. I do look pretty fantastic.

“I think they do,” I answer, “but I definitely cannot come out there.”

She swears under her breath. The curtain twitches like she’s brushed it with her hand.

“Then you’re just gonna have to let me in.”

I bark a laugh. The silence I get in answer tells me she’s serious.

There’s no way we haven’t attracted any attention by now, but I suppose I did ruin our dinner plans. She probably deserves at least a peek before we put these back on the rack.

“Okay, you’re allowed to have a quick look before I take them off.”

The words have barely left my mouth before the curtain shifts back and Jacinthe shoves her head into the gap.

Until this moment, I’ve never been scared someone’s eyes might actually pop out of their skull.

“Fuck. Ing. Hell,” she breathes.

Her jaw has gone slack. A flush is already creeping up her neck. Her gaze is glued to my ass in the mirror.

Meanwhile, she’s got the curtain open wide enough that anyone walking by would get an eyeful too.

“Jacinthe!” I snap. “Close that!”

Instead of stepping back to draw the curtain shut, she scoots inside the stall with me and tugs the fabric closed behind her.

I’m about to tell her that is not what I meant, but as soon as my eyes lock with hers, all the words die in my throat.

I’ve never seen her look so hungry before—which is saying something, considering we’ve been maintaining our commitment to the whole ‘going slow’ thing and haven’t done more than make out with our hands under each other’s shirts for the past two weeks.

It’s been a struggle not to rip all her shirts in half and have her up against a stall door every morning we’re out doing chores. The way she’s sighed my name against my lips every time we force ourselves to break apart tells me she’s been wanting me just as much, but the look on her face now is a whole new level.

It’s like she wants to eat me alive.

She’s panting, and I realize I am too. We’re not even touching, and I’m already aching to have her inside me, to let her fill me and empty me in any way she wants.

She leans in towards me, her hands reaching for my hips.

Someone coughs from across the store.

We both freeze, but no other noise follows. No footsteps approach the changing stalls. There’s just the tinny sound of a country song playing at a low volume on the shop’s speakers.

“You are going to get us thrown out of this store,” I whisper, “and maybe arrested too.”

Jacinthe’s thumbs hitch around the waist of the chaps.

“I don’t care what they do to us,” she mutters. “Not when you look like that.”

She toys with the leather fringe and cranes her neck to get another look at my reflection behind me.

“You’re really into this, huh?”

She snaps her gaze back to my face. “I’m really into you.”

She says it fiercely, proudly, like she’d jump out of this stall and shout it to the whole store if I asked her to.

I don’t need that, though. I don’t need proof. She proves what I mean to her every day, in everything she does. She fixes my coffee just the way I like it. She tells me I’m hot even when I’m covered in dirt and stinking of sweaty horses. She spends hours teaching my kid to play guitar even when she’s already had a hard day at work.

She fits me. She fits like a piece that’s been there all along.

I cup her face in my hands and kiss the tip of her nose before pressing my lips to hers.

She stays still for a second, like she wasn’t expecting me to go this far, and then she’s kissing me back, gentle at first but then with a growing heat that sparks between my legs in a matter of seconds.

I slide my hands to the back of her neck. She moans into my mouth.

I break the kiss, still panting as I try my best to muffle a nervous giggle.

“Okay, we are absolutely getting banned for life if we do not stop right now.”

Her eyes are just hazy slits. Her grip on my hips tightens.

“It would be worth it.”

I titter again and shake my head.

“We co-manage a boarding stable together. We can’t afford to get banned from the only tack shop in the area.”

It takes a moment, but eventually, my point seems to sink in.

She glowers and lets her hands drop to her sides.

“Hmm. I wish you weren’t right.”

I give her another peck on the tip of her nose and then motion towards the curtain.

“Go wait out there, and then maybe I’ll let you buy these for me.”
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The new plan was to whip up some pasta for dinner at home, but we don’t even make it to the kitchen. As soon as I shut the truck off, we’re both sprinting around to the back, the brown paper bag from the tack shop bouncing in Jacinthe’s arms.

Jamilla has taken Ali and Shel out to a movie tonight, and Gabrielle is having dinner at Natalie’s parents’ place. Turns out it’s pretty easy to get the house to ourselves when we can actually ask for it.

I still make sure to lock the door behind us just in case. I’m not making that mistake ever again.

Jacinthe hurries ahead of me to the bedroom. By the time I join her inside, she’s already flopped down on her back with her hands tucked behind her head. The chaps are set out on the edge of the comforter.

“You think you’re getting a show?” I demand.

She puts on a faux innocent expression. “I was just having a little rest, but now that you mention it, I would not say no to some entertainment.”

I grab a spare pillow from beside her and throw it at her face.

“Hey!” she squawks, batting it away.

“You’re cheeky tonight,” I tell her. “You’re lucky I think you’re cute.”

I walk to the end of the bed and turn my back to her before reaching for the top button of my shirt. I hear her breath catch.

I work my way down the buttons. By the time I’m pulling the shirt off me, her breathing has turned ragged.

I drop my bra to the floor. She swears.

“Entertained yet?” I ask, smirking at her over my shoulder.

Her eyes are back to bulging out of her head again, and her mouth is hanging wide open.

“I’ll take that as a yes.”

I kick off my slacks and then reach for the chaps. She makes a garbled sound of protest.

“Oh?” I say, raising an eyebrow. “Is there something else you want?”

She wants me completely naked first, and we both know it. I make her wait a couple more seconds, my fingertips skating over the band of my underwear.

Just when I think she might be about to spontaneously combust, I tug them down my thighs.

“God fucking damn,” she hisses, before following that up with a long string of significantly more profane French.

I let the underwear drop to the floor before I unfurl the chaps. The brand new leather makes a sharp snap as I shake them out in front of me.

“You know, it’s a good thing I don’t actually ride in chaps,” I say while pulling the first leg on. “You would have lost your shit that first time we went out on a trail ride.”

Her eyes are tracking my every movement, like a predator waiting to strike.

“I’ll give you something to ride in chaps tonight,” she mutters.

I laugh even as a wave of heat races up my skin.

There’s so much we haven’t tried yet, and I want it all with her.

By the time I get the chaps buckled, she’s sat up and moved to the edge of the bed. She shimmies all the way to the very edge of the mattress and spreads her legs wide so I can stand between her thighs.

She slides her hands around to squeeze my bare ass, and her eyes practically roll back in her head.

“So fucking sexy,” she mutters.

She drags me closer, until she can press her lips to my stomach.

My body was never the same after the pregnancy. I don’t usually care much about the stretch marks or the couple of rolls that will never tighten back up to the flat abs of a twenty-two year-old, but every once in a while, I catch a glimpse of myself in the mirror and wonder if I should be self-conscious.

I don’t think I’ll ever have that thought again, not now that I’m watching Jacinthe kiss every soft part of my hips and belly with an ecstatic reverence, like I’ve stepped down from heaven itself.

My eyes even start to feel a bit misty, but with her hands still kneading my ass and her tongue darting out to taste my skin between kisses, I’m suddenly very aware that my bare pussy is just inches from her mouth.

Heat builds in my core, and I know if she keeps going like this, she’s going to get me so wet I’ll be dripping down my leather-clad thighs.

“I want you to taste me,” I tell her.

She groans her agreement and tips her head back to look up at me.

“Finally,” she says on a sigh.

She shuffles up the bed again and tips down onto her back before beckoning to me.

“I want you to sit on my face.”

My throat goes dry, and blood rushes to my cheeks.

I’ve had a girl or two sit on my face in my time, but I’ve never actually been the face sit-ee.

“If you want,” Jacinthe adds when she sees me hesitate.

I chew on my lip for a moment while I think about it. There’s something vulnerable about—quite literally— opening yourself to another person like that, and it’s not an act I’ve ever fantasized about doing myself before, but Jacinthe has already shown me she can handle vulnerable.

If her kissing is anything to go by, she’s also shown me she’s very fucking good with her tongue.

“I want,” I answer.

I climb onto the bed and then crawl up her body. I plant my knees on either side of her head. She hooks her arms around my thighs.

“Viens ici,” she instructs, guiding me lower.

At the first stroke of her tongue, I throw my head back and gasp.

She teases me at first, barely touching me with just the tip of her tongue. My hips start jerking, begging for more.

Without warning, she pulls me down harder and buries her face in my pussy, giving me everything she’s got.

I stop seeing. I stop hearing. All I can do is feel.

Somewhere in the back of my mind, I know I’m moaning, almost screaming, but the whole world has shrunk to just the maddening strokes of her tongue. I grind down on her, and a surge of embarrassment makes me pull back.

There’s no way she can breathe with me doing that, but her fingertips dig a punishment into my thighs as she tugs me back down onto her mouth. I give in and let myself thrust into the pressure of her tongue, guiding her to the exact spot I need her.

I cry out, my muscles already clenching. She keeps up the perfect rhythm, and I ride her face as she brings me closer and closer to the edge.

When I come, her grip on my legs is the only thing that keeps me from toppling over. The force of the release is almost violent, arching my spine and ripping a scream from my mouth.

I keep bucking against her as I come back down, shivering and gasping for air.

Somehow, she manages to flip us around in a few smooth maneuvers until we’re lying on our sides, foreheads pressed together and her arms holding me close.

My heart pounds in my ears. Her mouth is still shiny with the taste of me, her face glistening all the way down to her chin.

“That was incredible,” I breathe. “I mean, holy shit. You deserve to sit on my face all night after that.”

I try to sit up even though I haven’t quite caught my breath yet. She grunts in protest and tugs me back down.

“Reste là,” she orders. “We have time.”

She smooths a lock of hair out of my face. I give in and rest my head on her chest.

She’s right. We don’t have to rush anymore. We have tonight and tomorrow and every day after that.

We have all the time in the world.


Chapter 30


Jacinthe



March has always been the worst month of the year at La Grange Rouge. The trail riding money we’ve made in the summer has all but dried up by then, and the thick piles of stale, late-winter snow are a constant reminder that springtime bookings are still many weeks away.

This year is different, though. This year we’ve got enough boarders to cover all our operation costs and pay out salaries for me and Tess. I’ve even been able to afford a few nagging repair projects I’ve been putting on the back burner for years.

“You coming to the party tonight, Madame Lacroix?” I ask the grey-haired woman leading a chestnut Thoroughbred into the barn while I wrap up the evening feed.

Madame Lacroix was one of our very first boarders to sign on after Tess started spreading the word to her farrier clients. She has two horses with us and comes by pretty much every day to go for a ride after work.

“Party?” she asks while she gets started hooking Poppy, her mare, up to some cross ties in the aisle.

“For Tess,” I remind her. “We’re celebrating six months since she moved to La Cloche. It’s a surprise.”

I drop my voice and glance at the barn door, but I’ve had Tess out running errands all day to keep her away from the preparations here and at Balsam Inn, where everyone will be gathering soon.

“Ah, ouais!” Madame Lacroix says, pausing in the middle of pulling Poppy’s saddle off. “Of course. I forgot that was this week, but I’ll be there. Tess is so sweet. I wouldn’t miss it. What time does it start?”

I pull my phone out of my pocket and only just manage to stop myself from swearing when I see the time.

“In forty minutes,” I answer. “I better get moving. I left Poppy’s dinner on that ledge there. You can dump it into her bucket whenever you’re done.”

“Merci,” she says. “You run along. I’ll make sure the barn is latched when I go. I have to stop at home to change, but I’ll see you soon.”

“Shit.”

The curse slips out before I can stop it. I cover my mouth with my hand and give Madame Lacroix an apologetic look.

“I forgot about changing,” I explain. “Now I really have to get moving.”

I race up to the house and start tearing my barn clothes off as soon as I reach my bedroom. Tonight isn’t meant to be fancy, but I still don’t want to show up smelling like horse.

I put on some clean jeans and an only slightly wrinkled button-down. I give my hair a patting down with some water in the bathroom and scrub my face before bolting back down the stairs.

Maman is already at the inn helping Brooke and Natalie finish setting up, but Shel is holed up in our kitchen plucking at her guitar. She’s wearing a long tie-dye skirt, a blouse, and a black silk tie. I can tell from just one glance that she’s nervous.

“Love the tie,” I tell her. “You look like a rock star.”

She fidgets with the material. “You don’t think it’s stupid?”

“It’s punk,” I say, walking over to take a seat in the chair next to hers. “Punk is cool. It goes with your hair.”

She’s got purple streaks joining the pink now, along with some wispy bangs.

“How are you feeling about tonight?” I ask her.

She chews on her lip and gives the guitar in her lap a dubious look.

“I don’t know if I’m good enough,” she says. “I don’t want to mess up.”

“Well, I’m definitely gonna mess up,” I tell her, “but I don’t think anyone will care. I think they’ll all just be happy my cousin Luc isn’t playing. Let me tell you, he is not good at guitar.”

I might be throwing my own flesh and blood under the bus, but it’s worth it to make Shel giggle.

Plus, Luc really is criminally bad at guitar.

I glance over at where my own guitar is stashed in the hallway, already zipped into its case and waiting to go for a ride.

“You ready to go?” I ask Shel.

She hesitates for a moment and then bobs her head.

“Atta girl,” I say, giving her a pat on the back. “You’re gonna smash it.”

We get our coats and boots on in the entryway and then head for my truck. We lay our guitars side by side in the backseat, and I start the drive to Balsam Inn.

The party was supposed to be a surprise for Tess and Shel, but Shel caught me talking about it on the phone to Natalie a few weeks ago. After swearing her to secrecy, it was actually her idea to play a song for Tess together in front of all our friends.

That does mean the whole town is about to find out I play guitar and I’ll never hear the end of it, but I wasn’t about to leave Shel hanging.

I would do anything for this kid.

And for her mom.

When we get to Balsam Inn, the driveway is packed with even more cars than I expected. Inside, dozens of people are all milling around and scoping out hiding spots to duck behind when Tess gets here.

Currently, she is driving back from Saint-Jovite after making a pit stop at Wal-Mart on her way home from a farrier call. I told her there was a huge toilet paper emergency at the inn and that the guests would be shitting their pants if she didn’t come save the day soon.

She texted me back to say I’m a ridiculous drama queen, but she did agree to go find a bulk pack of toilet paper.

“Wow, you look awesome!”

Natalie emerges from the crowd in the lounge and comes over to beam at Shel.

“That tie is so cool,” she tells her.

“Told you so,” I say out of the corner of my mouth.

Shel blushes, and Natalie tells her there are some chairs waiting by the fireplace if she wants to go get her guitar set up.

Once Shel scoots off towards the warm glow coming from the river rock fireplace that takes up the whole back wall of the lounge, Natalie turns back to me.

“Quite the turnout,” she says, looking around the room.

A bunch of my uncles, aunts, and cousins are here. I spot Natalie’s parents too, wrapped up in a conversation with Brooke. A whole group of our boarders from La Grange Rouge are sitting together around a coffee table. A dozen or so shopkeepers and artisans from around town are scattered throughout the crowd, along with some of Tess’s farrier clients.

My chest gets tight at the sight of so many people showing up to celebrate her.

“What can I say? My girlfriend is a celebrity.”

My girlfriend.

I still get a little thrill every time those words roll off my tongue.

Natalie grins at me. “Speaking of the woman of the hour, where is she?”

I pull my phone out to check what time she sent her text saying she was leaving Wal-Mart.

“She should be getting into La Cloche any minute now.”

Natalie says she’ll get Maddie, and a few moments later, the two of them are flicking the light switches to get everyone’s attention. The crowd is ordered to hide, and then the lights go off for good.

I crouch behind a couch next to Shel. Everyone starts giggling and whispering when a pair of headlights shines through the window. Maddie orders us all to hush.

A minute later, I’m holding my breath while the front door creaks open.

“Uh, hello?” Tess’s voice calls.

I can practically feel the house shake with anticipation as she takes a few faltering steps into the lounge.

Someone throws the lights on, and we all join together for a deafening shout of, “SURPRISE!”

Tess blinks and then glances over her shoulder like we must be talking to somebody else.

“Happy six months in La Cloche!” one of my cousins shouts.

That doesn’t clear up Tess’s confusion. If anything, she just looks more dumbstruck.

“This is…for me?”

I cut through the crowd and rush forward to take her hands in mine. Then I lean in to whisper in her ear.

“Oui, ma chère. It’s all for you.”
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An hour later, after many tears and laughs and handshakes, the party has settled into a lull. Shel is off playing with the kids of one of the shopkeepers while Tess and I stand chatting with Natalie, Brooke, and Maddie.

“Here I am again,” Maddie says, raising her beer at us, “fifth-wheeling.”

Natalie chuckles and gives her shoulder a squeeze. “We’ll find someone for you, Mads. With Jass coupled up now, you’re going to have all our combined match-making energy focused on you .”

Maddie shudders. “Never mind. That sounds awful. I don’t trust any of you to set me up.”

I gasp. “What do you mean, ma cousine? We are all excellent examples of wonderful relationships, non?”

“Yeah, now,” she argues, “but no offence, you all had some pretty messy starts. I’d rather avoid the drama.”

“You mean you don’t want to fall in love with your ex-fiancé’s sister?” Brooke jokes.

“Or your landlady?” Tess asks.

I tighten my grip on her waist.

“Hey!” I bark. “I was never your landlady. You signed the lease with my mom.”

She gives me a peck on the cheek to try and subdue me.

It works. I rest my head on her shoulder and quit arguing.

“You know, Maddie, something tells me no matter how hard you try, a little bit of drama is going to come find you,” Natalie warns.

“But I bet it will be worth it,” Brooke adds, snuggling into Natalie’s side.

Maddie pretends to gag, but I can see her hiding a grin.

She turns to give me a little nudge. “Is it time for the next surprise?”

“Oh, right.”

I step away from Tess, and she gives me a curious look.

“Another one?” she asks.

I wink at her. “Just you wait.”

A few minutes later, Shel and I are both seated in front of the fireplace, guitars balanced on our laps while the whole crowd faces us.

Someone starts chanting for a speech, even though I was hoping the gift of music could speak for itself.

“Assez, assez!” I shout over the noise. “Fine. I will give you a speech.”

I make a show out of clearing my throat and banging my fist on my chest a couple times.

“As you all know, Tess and her daughter Shel joined us here in La Cloche six months ago today,” I begin. “As not many of you know, I was also almost killed by a donkey that day.”

A few people laugh while the rest of the crowd looks around for someone to explain the joke.

I leave them hanging. We do not need to spoil this evening with the evil of Joaquin.

“Tess did not meet me at my best,” I say, “but here is the thing about her. She doesn’t need to meet you at your best to see the best in you. She is kind, generous, and willing to put up with my sense of humor. Basically, she’s a saint.”

My eyes find hers in the crowd. She’s standing at the back between Maddie and Natalie. I give her another wink, and I hope she knows I’m thinking about just how un-saintly we’re going to be in bed tonight.

I clear my throat again.

“And this town wouldn’t be the same without her,” I tell everyone. “It’s only been six months, but I already know that’s true, and if you’re here tonight, I’m sure you do too.”

There’s a round of cheering and tapping on glasses. I keep my gaze locked on Tess. Her face is a mix of pride and nerves as the whole room whoops for her.

She deserves every second of it.

“Je t’aime, Tess,” I say once the noise dies down.

It’s not the first time I’ve told her I love her. The first time happened immediately after our first official date, despite our plan to take things slow.

I just couldn’t wait. I needed her to know.

I need her to know I love her every damn day.

She mouths the words back to me as the room breaks out in yet more roaring applause.

“Okay, okay. Calmez-vous!” I shout, stamping my feet to call for quiet again. “Shel has worked very hard on her guitar skills these past few months, and she’s picked out a song for us to play tonight. It’s by a little old band called Edward Sharpe and the Magnetic Zeroes, which is a very weird name if you ask me, but that’s les anglophones for you.”

The francophones in the room give me a laugh.

“This song is called Home,” I announce. “Shel says that’s how she feels here in La Cloche.”

I turn away from the crowd to look at her and lower my voice so only she can hear.

“And I hope you always do.”

She beams at me, and I don’t know how the hell anyone ever found this kid ‘inconvenient.’ I could spend my whole life trying to make her this happy.

If I’m lucky, I’ll get the chance to try.

We get our hands in position on our guitars, and Shel counts us in just like she’s been practicing.

I’m no singer, and Shel didn’t want to do vocals either, so for the first verse, we’re only playing an instrumental version, strumming in unison without a single hitch.

By the time we get to the chorus, a few people have started humming. Then one of my aunts pipes up with the words.

Or at least, some of the words. She gets most of the lyrics mixed up, but it doesn’t matter. More people join in, and soon, the whole room is filled with a mix of garbled English and improvised French rhymes all vaguely set to the same tune.

It’s chaotic and goofy and definitely off-key, but more than anything, it sounds like love.

I look up from the frets and find Tess watching me, her eyes shining and her face stretched into a radiant smile while our friends sling their arms around her and start swaying in time with our song.

I know then that there’s nothing to be afraid of.

Tess is right where she belongs.
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Thank you so much for reading Touch the Sky! I hope Tess and Jacinthe’s story made you laugh, cry, and swoon (preferably in that order).

I’ve got a special treat for you now that you’ve made it to the end: a bonus scene!

Watch Jaoquin get up to his most ill-timed escapade yet in this exclusive bonus scene for my reader community, Club Katia. Join here to get access: www.katiarose.com/club-katia.

This won’t be our last trip to La Cloche! Maddie’s story is coming soon, and Club Katia members are always the first to get updates.

-Katia


Save An Indie


Thank you so much for picking up a copy of Touch the Sky! It means the world to me to have you as a reader.

Fun Fact: Touch the Sky is an indie book, meaning it was published independently by the author. Indie publishing is an awesome thing that allows more writers to get their work out into the world and more readers to find the kind of books they love.

Here’s how you can help ensure your fave indie authors are able to serve up new stories for years to come:

Step one: obtain indie books in a legal manner. Step two: take a minute to drop a quick review. Reviews are the LIFE BLOOD of an indie author, and just typing a simple “I liked it!” is all it takes to straight up SAVE AN AUTHOR’S CAREER (which means more books for you!)

On behalf of all indies, THANK YOU for your support!

-Katia


Up Next
Passing Through


Emily Rivers does not have time for love.

Or dating.

Or even a one night stand.

As the eldest of the Rivers sisters, she’s too focused on keeping her family’s campground running in the wake of a devastating tragedy to even think about romance.

When Kim Jefferies shows up at the local small town bar looking like a lesbian snack on a stick, Emily writes her off as yet another tourist just passing through—no matter how much the butterflies in her stomach try to tell her otherwise.

Only Kim’s plans of ‘passing through’ fade the second she sees Emily Rivers, despite the fact that the whole point of her soul-searching journey was to stop falling for random women in bars who only lead her to heartbreak.

The last thing they’re looking for is a love story, but with the help of some conniving sisters, an interfering bartender, and the magic of the great outdoors, that might be exactly what Kim and Emily are going to get.

Read on for a free excerpt from book one in Katia’s other bestselling sapphic small town series: Three Rivers!


Chapter 1


Emily



The toilet makes a gurgling sound. I freeze, the wrench going still in my hands as the pipes in front of me start to rattle.

The gurgling gets louder.

I give up on the pipes and rush over to the stall housing the broken toilet I’ve spent the past two hours trying to fix. The relief that washes over me when I see the bowl is finally refilling swells into panic when the water climbs higher and higher up the sides of the bowl with no sign of slowing down. If anything, the water is speeding up. A few more gurgles ripple the surface of the rising tide before the pipes let out a keening groan.

That’s the only warning I get before the whole toilet erupts like Old Faithful—with me standing right in the splash zone.

I shriek as cold—but mercifully clear—toilet water douses the front of my leggings and chambray button-up. A cascade of droplets splatters against the floor tiles. I lunge for the toilet’s handle and jam it down a few times, but water continues to gush over the edge of the bowl to form a rapidly expanding puddle on the washroom floor.

The swear words I’ve been muttering under my breath turn into a full-out bellow of “FUCK!” when the pipes give another rattle just before the toilet in the next stall over erupts too.

The chain reaction continues all the way down the line of stalls like some kind of fancy fountain show at a resort, only instead of being synchronized to classical music, the jets of water shooting out of the toilets are timed to my curses and screams.

I race back over to the pipes and start yanking on every bolt I can reach with the wrench, twisting and turning in the vain hope that I can do something to stop this entire block of the campground’s toilets from turning into a water-logged wasteland we absolutely do not have the money to fix.

We barely had the money to get one toilet fixed—hence me going the DIY route armed only with my dad’s tool bag and a few YouTube videos.

I’m still flailing the wrench around and screeching in despair when my sister Trish comes careening into the room with her eyes wide and a jagged rock brandished above her head like she’s prepared to fight off an attacker.

“What the hell?” she demands, still holding the rock up with one hand as she scans the washroom. Her eyes get even wider as she takes in the chaos.

“They won’t shut off!” I wail. “I don’t know what to do.”

Her head whips back and forth between me and the row of stalls before she takes a few tottering steps back towards the door.

“I’ll get Dad.”

I shake my head and shift the wrench back over to a bolt I’ve already tightened. With the washroom just minutes away from turning into a lake, I don’t have many options besides trying the same bolts all over again.

“He’s out in the boat,” I tell Trish while I crank the wrench. “He’s been out there all damn day. Again. Goddammit.”

My wrist twinges in protest of my particularly vicious crank, and I hiss at the pain.

“We’ve got to shut the water supply off,” Trish says.

“That would be great if I actually knew where the thing to do that is.”

I know pretty much everything there is to know about running this campground. I can file taxes, balance a budget, and troubleshoot the online booking system. I can also split firewood, jump start a truck, and use a chainsaw.

I might as well be known as a renaissance woman of the woods, but one of the very few things I cannot do is plumbing.

Dad was always the one who handled that—back when he actually handled things.

My groan of frustration is tinged with guilt. It hasn’t even been two years. I should be more patient. I know grief works differently for everyone, but in moments like this, I can’t help wondering when the grief is going to clear enough for him to see he still has three daughters who need him.

“I think it’s coming out of here.”

I blink and realize Trish has come to stand beside me in front of the white cinderblock wall lined with exposed pipes that have all been painted white too. She squats down in front of a valve and tries to twist it, but the thing doesn’t budge.

I have no idea how or why she thinks that valve is the problem, and I don’t get a chance to ask her before she hoists up her anti-assailant rock and starts smashing it against the side of the valve.

“Trish!” I scream. “What the hell? Stop it! You’re going to break something and make it worse!”

“We. Need. To. Shut. It. Off.”

She emphasizes each word with a strike of the rock. The clanging sound rings out over the splashing and gurgling still filling the room as the pooling toilet water creeps further and further towards the edges of the floor.

“Trish, stop!”

I hover over her and try to grab her arm. She swats me away with her free hand and keeps bludgeoning the valve. After a couple more strikes, the valve creaks and shifts a fraction of an inch.

“AHA!” Trish crows.

I shout for her to stop again and make another lunge for her arm. Just when I’ve finally got her incapacitated, the pipes make a weird sucking sound before they go totally silent.

“Oh my god,” I say, my fingers still wrapped tight around her wrist. “Did that work?”

We stay frozen in place, blinking at each other as we strain our ears to catch any hint of an incoming toilet explosion.

Nothing happens. I can still hear the drip-drop of the remaining overflow trickling over the edges of the toilets, but the relentless gushing has stopped.

Trish pries my hand off her before straightening up and making a show out of tossing her hair over her shoulder.

“I think a ‘thank you’ is in order.”

I walk over to pace the length of the stalls and ensure the water really has shut off. The metal sides of the stalls are all coated in droplets and the floor looks more like a pond, but there’s nothing else pumping through the pipes.

“Thank you for not smashing the pipes up like a maniac,” I say as I do one more round of pacing to double-check. “Oh wait, that’s exactly what you did.”

She lets out a humph. “That’s no way to be grateful to your savior.”

I’d never give my second-youngest sister the satisfaction of calling her a savior; she’d probably end up recording my voice and then blasting the sound through a megaphone while parading around the whole campground. Still, I give up on my pacing and lean against one of the sinks before I thank her for real.

“I don’t know how the hell you figured that out,” I say, “but thanks. I probably would have flooded the entire washroom block if you hadn’t shown up.”

She shrugs. “Probably.”

I turn to face the mirror over the sink. The harsh fluorescent lighting makes me look even more sleep-deprived than I already am. My haphazard bun can’t hide how greasy the roots of my hair are, and my face somehow looks both puffy and gaunt at the same time.

I lean forward to squint at the space between my eyebrows and then work my features through a few different expressions as I observe the shifts in my skin.

“Ugh,” I say after leaning back. “That’s definitely a wrinkle.”

Trish scoffs. “Right. Yeah. You’re an ancient hag at the age of twenty-eight.”

“Just because you’ve got that whole smooth as a baby’s bottom thing going on doesn’t mean the rest of us aren’t suffering,” I tell her.

She makes a face as she comes over to stand beside me, leaving her trusty rock on the floor.

“Ew. Don’t compare my face to a baby’s butt, you weirdo. Also, you spend like seven thousand dollars a year on all those hippie skincare products. Your face probably has the same genetic makeup as, like, tree sap by now. I think you’re fine.”

That gets me to crack a smile. “I do not spend seven thousand dollars on skincare.”

Trish gives me some side-eye.

“It’s more like…two thousand,” I admit.

I could blame it on wanting to support all the small businesses I get most of my products from, but really, I am kind of a skincare fanatic.

“So…” Trish says as she crosses her arms over her chest and looks over the absolute disaster that is the toilet stalls. “I guess we should clean this up?”

I sigh and tug out my hair elastic so I can redo my bun, but I end up leaving the strands down so I can rub my fingers along my scalp in an attempt to ward off an oncoming headache.

“I guess that’s all we can do. I just hope hearing about this is enough to get Dad out here to work on it tomorrow. I don’t want to call in a plumber unless I’ve got absolutely no other choice. They always rip us off like crazy and charge a fortune to come all the way out here.”

I sigh again as I start doing the financial calculations in my head. We pushed off a lot of repairs last year to recoup from having to shut the whole campground down in the middle of high season the year before that. I’m already paying more than I’d like to have a company come in to do some updates to our septic system, and it’s too late to push that off another year. Even a few hundred bucks spent on a plumbing emergency would hit us hard.

“I guess I could call that old contractor guy over in Port Alberni,” I say, my eyes unfocused as I stare down at the floor with numbers whirring around in my vision. “He’s not really a plumber, but he installed all those pumps with Dad a few years ago, and he’d probably give us a better deal than someone we don’t know. Oh, or maybe Scooter knows somebody. They must have to get stuff fixed at the bar. Then again, they might just be getting ripped off as bad as us. Maybe I could call⁠—”

“Emily.”

I only realize I’ve been speaking so fast I’m out of breath when Trish steps in front of me to grip both my shoulders. I pull in a deep gasp of air as she gives me a squeeze.

“There we go,” she says. “Breathe.”

She spins me around so she can start rubbing my back. I’m about to tell her I’m fine, but the pressure of her hands on my stress-tightened muscles cuts off all my protests.

Trish gives some of the best back rubs in the world. I think she gets her skills from spending pretty much every morning of her life kneading countless batches of dough in her bakery.

“Dad is going to come back soon, and once he realizes how much we need him, he’s going to get the plumbing sorted out,” she says in a firm but reassuring tone. “We’re not going to have to spend a bunch of money on it. Everything is going to be fine.”

My shoulders slump forward, and I groan as she works out a particularly vicious knot just under my neck.

“I hope so,” I say. “There’s just so much to do. We have a month until the start of the season, and the septic system guys are nowhere near done. They didn’t even show up at all today. Plus, I’ve got that whole thing with the garbage collection to sort out, and⁠—”

“Emily.”

The warning note in her tone is paired with a sharp dig of her thumbs.

“Okay, okay,” I say so she’ll continue with the massage. “I’ll stop.”

“It’s always a crazy time of year, and we always get it all done. Clover will be here soon, and we’ll get all our usual student workers for the summer too. It’s all going to come together.”

Our youngest sister, Clover, is doing her bachelor’s degree down at the University of Victoria, but she comes home to work at the campground every summer. Even at twenty-one, she’s way better at wrangling the college students we take on for seasonal positions than I am. She doesn’t arrive for another few weeks, though, and most of the students don’t get here until late April.

I have about half a million things to figure out before then. This season has to be our most profitable yet if we’re going to recover from the shutdown two years ago.

I don’t mention that part to Trish. She already knows we’ve only been scraping by, and after the day I’ve had, the last thing I want to do is get into a conversation that reminds us both we’re just a couple months away from the two year anniversary of losing our mom.

“I just wish I had some kind of full-time, all-purpose handyman,” I say instead, “like a jack of all trades who could reliably take on all the little things Dad usually does. I wonder if there’s anyone local who could do that for a few weeks, just until we open. Maybe Scooter knows if⁠—”

“Emily, enough!”

Trish gives me a whack to the back and then whirls me around to face her.

“I bet you haven’t even eaten dinner. You’ve been running around this place all day. You’re not gonna solve all our problems tonight, so just relax, okay?”

She stares me down with her warm brown eyes narrowed in challenge.

She has Dad’s brown eyes and brown hair. So does Clover. I’m the only one who’s blonde like Mom.

“Ha,” I bark. “Relaxing. You’re funny.”

She plants her hands on her hips. “I’m serious. It’s Friday night, and we’ve both been working like crazy all week. Let’s have some fun. We’ll get this mess mopped up, and I’ll heat up some of that big batch of stew I made, and after we eat, we can drive up to the bar. I bet Scooter will give us free shots if we look sad enough.”

She wags her eyebrows like she’s just presented me with an offer I can’t refuse, but I scoff and shake my head.

“Yes to the stew. No to the bar. Look at me, Trish. I am not fit to be in public this evening.”

She waves my excuse off as we both head to the door so we can hunt around for mops in the cleaning supply room.

“The bar doesn’t count as public. It’s just going to be local old dudes there at this time of year. They’ll call us dolls no matter what we look like. They’ll probably even buy us beers. It’ll be great.”

I shake my head. “Yeah, no thanks. I think I’ll stay in and enjoy my seven thousand dollars’ worth of skincare products instead.”
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Trish has a way of getting what she wants. After guilt-tripping me about slaving over the stew we ate for dinner as well as her ‘heroic efforts’ with the toilet pipes, she convinced me to take a shower and reconsider her proposal about going to the bar.

I reminded her that she got paid to make that stew for the bakery, cafe, and pre-made meal shop she runs year-round at the campground, but I still got in the shower.

I finish wrapping my hair in a towel and then slip into my well-loved terrycloth robe before dabbing on some moisturizer and eye cream. My bathroom is on the smaller side, but I’ve maximized the storage space as much as I can to fit my extensive collection of bottles, jars, and canisters.

The huge picture window that is the bathroom’s crowning jewel gives me a view of the last traces of soft evening light filtering through the thick fir tree forest that spans the property of Three Rivers Campground. I’ve always thought the window would be the perfect backdrop for a decadent soaker tub, but despite moving into the tiny A-frame next to the main house way back when I moved home after college, I still haven’t gotten around to that particular renovation.

Once my face is hydrated and I’ve given myself a couple seconds to glare at the faint wrinkle I spotted earlier, I head out to the main room and find Trish sprawled on her stomach on my couch with one of my thick coffee table books about interior design propped in front of her face.

“There’s some weird stuff in here,” she says without looking up from the page. “I’m really glad you didn’t come back from Vancouver and try to turn the whole campground into some ultra-modern alien house thing.”

I chuckle at the admittedly apt description of the book she’s looking at and then head up the stairs to my lofted bedroom.

After high school, I did an interior design program in Vancouver and then worked in the city for a bit before making the move back out to the island. I still take design clients during the off-season, and my skills were put to good use turning what was once an outdated guest house into my little dream home here in the A-frame.

The wood panels of the walls are blended with the soothing beige and moss green tones of my bedroom decor. I wanted the whole A-frame to feel like the perfect midpoint between the cozy country charm I grew up with and the clean contemporary look I fell in love with at design school.

I toss my robe onto the bed and pull on a pair of underwear and my comfiest bra before I start hunting around for some loungewear. I may have said I’d consider going out, but after the soothing warmth of the shower, there’s no way I’m leaving my nest tonight.

Trish comes stomping up the stairs before I have a chance to make my clothing selection.

“Knock much?” I ask as she heads over to my bed and flops onto her back.

“Your loft doesn’t have a door,” she shoots back. “Plus, I had to make sure you didn’t sneak into pajamas. We are going to the bar tonight, whether you like it or not.”

I glance between her and the fluffy pajama bottoms I was halfway to pulling out of my dresser drawer.

“But I’m all cozy,” I whine.

She shakes her head. “No excuses. It’s Friday, woman. The least you can do is have a beer with your poor sister so she doesn’t have to face the sadness of being a twenty-six year-old woman alone at a bar.”

She springs to her feet and heads for my closet. I watch her spend a few seconds flipping through the hangers before she pulls a light grey sweater out and tosses it at my head.

“Wear that,” she orders, “and some jeans, and then we’re good to go.”

She sits back down on the edge of my bed with her arms crossed, and the look in her eye tells me I won’t get any peace tonight unless I submit to her will.

“Fine, but I’m only getting one drink.”


Chapter 2


Kim



River’s Bend was supposed to be a must-see attraction, but even on a Friday night, the supposedly ‘vibrant and artistic community’ halfway between Port Alberni and Tofino feels as ghostly and neglected as most of the tourist hotspots I’ve visited. Apparently early March was the wrong time of year to take a road trip around Vancouver Island.

I knew the open air theater that puts on low-budget plays and readings would probably be shut down for the season, but I was hoping to pull in here early enough in the day to visit the River’s Bend Indigenous Arts Center and get a spot at the local campground to park my van for the night.

Turns out both those things are closed for the season too.

The only thing in town with any lights on—if you can call a collection of about ten buildings along a strip of highway a ‘town’—was a bar, so I settled on French fries and an IPA for dinner.

“Where you headed, love?”

One of the old men who’ve been piled around a big round table in a corner of the room since I arrived props his elbow on the bar beside me and grins.

I jerk upright in my barstool. I’d been zoning out while sipping from my pint glass and didn’t notice him walk over. He keeps beaming at me, and I can’t tell if he’s being creepy or just small town friendly. After so many years of living in Toronto, I’d forgotten that sometimes people really are just being nice when they walk up and say hello to you.

“Oh, uh, just doing the whole drive to Tofino thing,” I answer as I set my glass back down on a coaster advertising a small British Columbia brewery.

“Not a popular time of year for that.”

I notice him trying to catch the bartender’s eye where he’s polishing some glasses down at the other end of the bar, and my posture relaxes a little. This guy is probably just making conversation while he waits to order another drink.

That does make a lot more sense than him trying to shoot his shot. It only takes the faintest trace of gaydar for anyone to guess I’m a raging lesbian. If the undercut doesn’t do it, the men’s shirts and stacks of butch-tastic leather bracelets usually tip them off.

“Yeah, apparently not,” I say. “I didn’t realize there was this much of an off-season.”

He nods. “We do get folks passing through year-round, but March is nothing like the summer. You wouldn’t catch me in here on a Friday night in July even if you paid me. Too many city people. Too much of that noise Scooter has the audacity to call rock music.”

He directs the last part at the bartender, who’s set his polishing cloth down and wandered over to us.

Even I can tell he’d be hot to those interested in the men folk, with his long, sleek black hair pulled up into a bun and tribal tattoos coating both his arms under a tight t-shirt.

Despite the bad boy look, he’s got that same small town friendliness as the old guy beside me. He literally leaned over the bar when I walked in to shake my hand and introduce himself as Scooter Lee, manager of the establishment.

I still haven’t figured out what ‘the establishment’ is actually called. There was no name outside, just a buzzing neon open sign in the window along with a few light-up logos for some of the beers they have on tap.

The interior is just as nondescript: a few strings of colourful flags adorning the walls, shelves of liquor illuminated by some tacky blue strip lights, and a collection of battered wooden tables arranged around the room, their surfaces rubbed to a glimmering sheen by years and years’ worth of elbows and coasters. The air is tinged with the bitter tang of beer and musk, cut through with a faint wisp of the fresh fir tree scent that seems to cling to this entire island.

That’s another thing Toronto made me forget: what it’s like to step outside and fill your lungs with so much fresh air you get dizzy, to gulp the oxygen down again and again because it just tastes so damn good. I’ve spent almost my whole trip with the van windows cracked despite the March chill, my nose always seeking the next hit of those trees.

“It’s alternative rock.”

Scooter’s voice pulls me back into the moment. I turn to watch the old man’s reaction while Scooter pours his drink without needing to ask what his order is.

“Alternative, eh?” the man says. “Alternative to what? Good quality? Talent?”

Scooter shakes his head and chuckles as he flicks a coaster off the top of a nearby stack and then plops the beer down to slide it across the bar, all in one smooth motion that makes my eyes widen.

“Ouch, Jerry. Way to bite the hand that fills your beer up.”

The old man—who I can now presume is named Jerry—chuckles too as he takes his drink.

“Someone’s got to knock you down a few pegs before the tourist girls start showing up and inflating your ego all summer.” He turns to wink at me. “Watch out for that one’s big head, love.”

I press a fist to my mouth to stifle a laugh as he heads back to his table. I guess Jerry just has a respect for age-appropriate flirting and in fact possesses no gaydar at all.

“Sorry about him,” Scooter says when I turn back to face him. “He’s just chatty.”

I shrug. “It’s fine. He seems like quite the character.”

Scooter laughs and heads back for his polishing cloth before bringing the tray of glasses he’s working on closer so we can keep talking.

“That’s an understatement. The guy has an opinion on everything. He’s actually the reason they started calling me Scooter around here.”

I dip a French fry into the glob of ketchup on my plate and ask, “Oh? Do I get to hear the story?”

Scooter leans against the edge of the bar and spins the cloth around the rim of a glass while he answers.

“So, I showed up in River’s Bend on a holiday from the city. Same as you. Same as countless other people, and just like countless other people, I fell in love with it. Thought about it the whole time I was over in Tofino, so when I drove back through, I thought, why not look for a job here? Just something for the summer. I’m from Vancouver, and I needed a break from the whole big city life thing. The first place I started asking around for work was here at the bar.”

I take a sip of my beer as I nod for him to go on. When I was first planning my trip to the west coast, the fact that Vancouver the city is over on the mainland and not here on Vancouver the island kept tripping me up, but I’ve got it sorted out in my head now.

“I was travelling on a motorcycle,” Scooter continues, “and when I asked to talk to the owner, he came out and wanted to know if I was the one who pulled in on a bike. He happens to love motorcycles, which was lucky for me. Jerry, however, knows absolutely nothing about them, but he took one look at my bike through the window and then yelled to the whole bar, ‘That’s not a motorcycle! That’s a damn scooter!’”

His Jerry impression is spot-on, and I have to force myself to swallow before I start laughing so I don’t choke on my beer.

“I guess it wasn’t big enough to impress him,” Scooter continues. “Like I said, he’s got opinions on everything, and he loves to share them. He started calling me Scooter after I got the job, and it just stuck. I’m pretty sure ninety percent of people in River’s Bend don’t even know that’s not my legal name.”

“Wow, that’s some small town lore right there,” I say through more laughter.

Scooter picks up the next glass and lets out a laugh of his own.

“Yeah, that’s kind of how it goes around here. Things just…stick. So don’t say I didn’t warn you if you find yourself back in this bar in a few days looking for a job. It’s not busy enough yet for us to hire anyone else on.”

I shake my head. “I don’t think that’ll be a problem. I only started travelling a couple weeks ago, and I’m trying to see as much of BC as I can.”

He nods. “It’s beautiful. Not just the island. The whole province is stunning.”

“Yeah, it’s⁠—”

I cut myself off when the sound of the bar’s door opening behind me is met by a chorus of greetings from the old boys club. Scooter looks past me and lifts his hand in a wave as his face splits into a wide grin.

I twist around and grip the back of my bar stool to get a look at whoever seems to have just made the day of everyone in this bar.

It only takes a split-second of staring before my whole day is made too.

There are two women standing in the doorway.

Two very attractive women who I would happily fight through an entire crowd of chatty old men just to get the chance to say hi to.

“Scooter!” one of them shouts. “My favourite bartender ever!”

Scooter lets out a fake groan from behind me. “You’re trying to get me to give you free drinks, aren’t you, Trish?”

The woman saunters over with an exaggerated innocent expression on her face. She’s got thick brown hair with the slightest hint of red to it and curves for days under her cardigan and leggings.

“What? No! I just want you to know how great I think you are.” She props her elbows on the bar next to me and beams at him. “Although now that you mentioned a free drink, I wouldn’t say no.”

He sets his features into a glare he can’t quite manage to keep up. “This establishment is for paying customers only, ma’am.”

She scowls. “Don’t ma’am me.”

A laugh bursts out of me as I watch their stare-down continue, and the woman turns and blinks like she’s just noticed me sitting beside her.

Her eyes widen as she looks me up and down and then blurts, “Who the hell are you?”

“Trish!” Scooter scolds. “You can’t come in here and say things like that to my customers.”

She waves him off as she keeps staring at me, her surprise wearing off and shifting into an expression I can only describe as mischievous. “Oh, you know I didn’t mean it like that. I just meant we don’t usually see anyone new in here at this time of year. I think Emily is going to be very happy we came out tonight.”

She glances over her shoulder, and I follow her line of sight to the other woman, who’s still standing back at the door with her phone in her hands. Her head is bent over the screen. She’s got her honey blonde hair up in a tight ponytail, but a few strands have slipped out to frame her face.

From what I can see of her face so far, it’s a particularly gorgeous one, with rounded cheeks, a strong, almost regal-looking nose, and rosy pink lips pushed into a little pout as she frowns at whatever is on her phone.

That plush bottom lip is just begging for someone to bite it.

I whip my head back around to face the bar again as soon as the thought enters my mind.

I came to British Columbia to avoid this kind of thing: sitting in bars with pretty women I always end up feeling way too much for way too fast. The whole point of my road trip is to process the break-up with Steph in a healthy and mature way that does not involve jumping into bed with anyone new. I’m living in a campervan that barely has a bed to jump into. I’ve made it as easy as possible for myself to stick to my post-break-up, post-job-loss resolutions.

That doesn’t stop the back of my neck from itching with the urge to turn around and get another look at the blonde woman.

“Emily!” the woman beside me snaps. She slaps one of her palms against the bar to emphasize her shout. “Stop working and get over here.”

I keep myself busy taking another sip of beer as I listen to Emily’s footsteps approach behind me.

“Hey, Scooter.”

I watch from the corner of my eye as she slides up to the bar beside Trish.

“Hey, Emily.” Scooter is back to his polishing now, and he waves his cloth in greeting. “How’s it going?”

Emily props one of her elbows on the bar so she can lean forward and massage her temple. She’s still got that little frustrated pout going, and I decide I’ve never seen anyone in my life who can make ‘tired and slightly pissed off’ such a sexy expression.

“Oh, you know, busy time of year for us,” she says. “I was actually wondering who you use for your plum⁠—”

She gets cut off by Trish clearing her throat and giving a pointed jerk of her chin towards me.

I figure this is the moment to stop side-eyeing Emily and turn to face her instead. I shift in my bar stool, and our eyes lock for the first time.

She’s even prettier when I’m looking at her straight-on. It’s hard to see exactly what colour her eyes are in the dim light of the bar, but I can tell they’re some kind of blue-green. She blinks at me, the pout falling away as her bottom lip drops into a soft expression of surprise.

She’s wearing a light grey sweater with a wide enough neckline to show off a hint of her collarbones as well as a gold necklace with a tiny charm I can’t quite make out from here. I think it might be some kind of bird.

I jerk my gaze back up to her face when I realize it’s going to look like I’m ogling her chest, but I find her in the middle of giving me a full once-over. A rush of satisfaction runs through me, along with a few scattered pricks of heat that seem to spark against my skin wherever she looks at me.

I’m sure the whole exchange only takes a couple seconds, but when she meets my eyes again and then flicks her gaze away as soon as she realizes I’ve caught her staring, it feels like the whole room jumps back into action after grinding to a complete standstill.

“Sorry,” she says, staring down at the bar for a moment as she adjusts her hair. “I didn’t even see you there.”

When she looks back up at me, her body language has shifted. All the openness of her surprise—and her subsequent checking me out—is gone, replaced by a calm and reserved sort of friendliness.

“Who, um, are you?” she asks.

Scooter groans.

“Seriously, you two, you’ve got to learn some manners if you’re going to come in here and talk to my customers. People are going to think you live in the woods. Oh wait, you literally do.”

He laughs at his own joke. My curiosity must show on my face because he tacks on an explanation for me.

“They run the campground down the road. They rarely see civilization.”

Trish scoffs. “Oh, and you’re so civilized up here. Freaking Michelin Star establishment you’ve got going on.”

He shrugs. “I mean if anyone in River’s Bend did get a Michelin Star, we all know it would be me.”

Trish smacks the bar top again and leans forward like she’s about to grab him by the collar and drag him into the street for a brawl. I’ve only known her for about five minutes, but I already believe she could manage that just fine.

“Oh, them’s fighting words, boy,” she says. “We all know the Riverview Cafe would get that star, even if there were more than two places in a forty kilometer radius that serve food around here. Your French fries just wouldn’t cut it, my dude.”

Scooter gasps and places a hand on his chest. “My French fries are incredible. Just ask our new friend here.”

He sweeps his hand out towards me, and everyone turns to look at me. I glance down at the remnants of fries and smeared ketchup left on my plate.

“I wouldn’t get involved in this if I were you,” Emily says, coming to my rescue as I’m contemplating the most diplomatic response to make. “I’ve learned to just stay out of their rivalry.”

I give her a grateful smile. “That’s good advice, considering I don’t even know what the rivalry is about.”

Emily leans farther forward across the bar so we can see each other better.

“This one manages the bar, and this one manages the Riverview Cafe and Kitchen down at our campground,” she says, pointing at each of them in turn. “You would think they could coexist peacefully considering the bar only opens an hour before the café closes, but you’d be wrong.”

I nod. “I see, I see. So, uh, it’s River’s Bend…and the Riverview Cafe…and Three Rivers Campground. Is there anything within a forty kilometer radius not named after a river?”

I expected a couple chuckles, but as soon as I’m done talking, all three of them burst out laughing hard enough they need a few seconds before they can speak.

“It’s just funny when you say it all out loud like that,” Emily explains after noticing my confused expression, “considering our last name is literally Rivers.”

She motions between her and Trish.

“So you’re sisters?” I ask. “Is the town named after your family or something?”

Trish slings an arm around Emily’s shoulders.

“Yep, this is my big sis. We’ve got a little sister too, so everyone’s always joking about us being the three Rivers, but the campground is named after three actual rivers nearby. Our grandpa just happened to decide his last name was a sign he should buy the campground way back before our dad was born.”

I grin as I listen to the small town lore. That’s turned out to be one of the perks of travelling at this time of year; almost every local person I’ve met has had time to share a few stories with me instead of being swamped by other tourists.

“But I can see why you’d believe these two own the whole town,” Scooter adds with a fake glare at Trish. “They certainly act like they own my bar.”

Trish smirks at him. “Speaking of, where’s my drink?”

After a few more rounds of banter, Scooter pours the two of them pints of the same IPA I’m drinking. He also pours them a shot of whiskey each, which Trish demands over the sound of Emily’s protests.

“It’s Friday,” she insists. “You said you’d come out and have fun.”

“I said I’d have one drink,” Emily counters.

“So pour the shot in your beer and drink them both at the same time.”

Emily makes a face. “Sometimes I find it hard to believe Clover is the one still in college, not you.”

I’m assuming Clover is the little sister. I’d place Trish and Emily in their late twenties like me. I’m about to ask where their sister is going to school when Scooter looks over at me after setting down two shot glasses filled with amber liquid.

“You want one too? I’ll give it to you on the house to compensate for having to put up with these two.”

Trish huffs. “Oh, she gets a free shot?”

Scooter shakes his head at her and then grabs another shot glass after I’ve given a shrug to show I’m game. The place I’ve booked to stay tonight isn’t too much farther up the highway, so I can spare a couple hours before I start driving again.

A twinge of guilt hits when the responsible part of my brain tries to tell me I should be getting out of here as fast as I can, not hanging around to make more small talk with Emily, but really, that’s all it is: small talk with some friendly locals. It’s not like I’m trying to put the moves on her or anything.

“Be nice, Trish. Have you even asked for her name yet?” Scooter asks.

Emily gasps from around Trish’s other side.

“Oh my god,” she says as she slides off her bar stool and steps over to me. “We really are being rude. We didn’t even introduce ourselves. I’m Emily Rivers.”

She offers me her hand, and I twist around in my seat so I can reach for her.

Her palm is warm as it slides against mine. Her skin is soft and a bit slippery, like she put lotion on not too long ago, but I can feel a few calluses at the base of her fingers too. I imagine she must spend a lot of time working outside at the campground.

Something about her dainty necklace, soft skin, and carefully pinned back hair combined with the grit her palm hints at makes me keep clutching her hand for a little too long.

Femmes with a rough side are my weakness. My most recent ex, Steph, always had people asking for proof when she told them she works as a general contractor. Nobody believed a woman who made walking in heels look as effortless as she did could also install a washing machine and fix a leaking fridge with just as much ease.

It drove me crazy. She was always trying to teach me things around the house, but most of our lessons got interrupted by me grabbing her face to tell her how goddamn sexy she was.

But that’s done now.

My longest relationship to date ended with zero warning just a couple weeks before I was let go at work with a similar level of warning.

I realize both Scooter and Trish are staring at me now as Emily’s gaze continues to bore into mine. I force myself to swallow down the lump in my throat so I can answer her.

“Kim Jefferies. It’s, um, nice to meet you.”

I let go of her hand, and she stands there staring for another half a second before she moves back to her seat.

Scooter is now pretending to be extra busy with his polishing, but Trish does nothing to hide the smug look on her face as she glances between me and her sister.

“Do you two want to get your own table?” she asks.

Emily’s too shielded behind Trish for me to see what kind of look she gives her, but I notice Trish’s stool rock a little. I bite back a smile when I realize Emily must have kicked Trish’s chair.

Trish turns to me and sticks out her hand. “I’m Trish Rivers. It is very nice to meet you, Kim. We thought the only company we were going to have tonight was Jerry and his million and one opinions on everything.”

She nods over at the table of old guys.

“Oh, she’s already met Jerry,” Scooter says, “and he’s already shared a few opinions.”

I join in their laughter since I’m actually in the loop on this one. Trish grabs her shot glass and lifts it up.

“Let us raise a toast,” she says, “to the arrival of Kim Jefferies, the mysterious off-season tourist who has appeared to give us a fun Friday night.”

“To Kim,” Scooter says, lifting the empty glass he’s just finished polishing. “May she survive her first night with the Rivers sisters, or may God rest her soul.”

I don’t know why he says ‘first night’ when he already knows I’m just passing through.

“To Kim,” Emily echoes.

I hold my breath as I wait to see if she’ll add anything else. I’d be happy if all she did was say my name again.

I’d be happy if all she did was say my name all night.

No. Bad Kim.

I force myself to focus on my own shot glass before my gaze can dip to Emily’s bottom lip again—the delicious, plump pink lip that I will absolutely not have between my teeth tonight.

That was my promise to myself before I flew out here: no vacation flings. No runaway romances. Not even any hook-up buddies.

I came to BC to focus on me. I came here to heal and sort my life out so I don’t keep making the same damn mistakes again and again. I came here to walk in the mountains, run on the beaches, and listen to the whisperings of the earth resonate in my heart, or whatever the hell the tourism industry of British Columbia tries to convince people they can do here.

Right now, I’m just sharing a drink and some conversation.

Just one drink, and then I’ll be gone.

Grab your copy at www.katiarose.com!
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