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Author’s Note 

Turning Back is set at a fictional campground near the west coast of real-life Vancouver Island. This area of Vancouver Island is part of the ancestral home of the Nuu-chah-nulth First Nations. To learn more about the history of the Nuu-chah-nulth, visit www.nuuchahnulth.org.
Indigenous people across Canada face injustice, discrimination, and threats to their lives and livelihoods every day. One way to help further the fight for reconciliation is to support indigenous-led tourism. If this story inspires you to visit or learn more about Vancouver Island, consider looking into the work done by the Indigenous Tourism Association of Canada (www.indigenoustourism.ca).



 

Chapter 1 

Trish

“Trish, I swear to god, if the next song that comes through these speakers is by Tim McGraw, I’m going to drive this station wagon off a cliff.”
I’ve just shoved a cinnamon doughnut hole in my mouth, but that doesn’t stop me from placing a hand on my chest and rotating in the passenger seat to give my older sister the most aghast grimace I can manage with my mouth full.
“’At ‘oo ‘oo ‘ave against Tim Mc-waw?” I demand, my cheeks puffing up with the effort of speaking around my food.
In the backseat, my little sister Clover and Emily’s girlfriend Kim both burst out laughing at my very serious inquiry, but Emily just groans and smacks the steering wheel when the next song on my playlist starts.
It is indeed by His Majesty of the House of Honky Tonk: Tim McGraw.
“For the love of God, Trish,” Emily wails above the opening notes of the masterpiece that is ‘My Next Thirty Years.’
“I’m with Em on this one,” Clover pipes up as she leans forward to stick her head between our seats. “It’s been almost forty minutes straight of Tim McGraw, and almost an hour and a half of country music.”
I scoff and wave my hand towards the pine trees and rocks whipping by outside the window, shrouded in Vancouver Island’s late September gloom.
“Well, we’re in the country,” I argue, more clearly now that I’ve managed to swallow down the doughnut hole.
Emily scoffs right back. She’s only two years older than me, and scoffing at each other is a big part of our relationship.
“We’re on Vancouver Island,” she says, “not in the fields of Tennessee. Just put something else on. Anything. Please.”
I smirk as I realize just how many opportunities for tomfoolery she’s opened herself up to.
“Anything, you say?” I drawl as I reach into the cup holder for my phone.
The cup holder is empty.
I whip my head around to see Clover settling herself back into her seat with an even bigger smirk than mine on her face. She waves my cell phone at me and then starts swiping at the screen.
“Oh my god, not fair!” I shriek as my beloved Tim is silenced. “I’ve got shotgun, which means I’ve got DJ privileges. It’s the rules.”
Clover shakes her head, her eyes still glued to the screen as she searches for whatever weird alt-fusion, girly pop, post-punk, techno revival anthem she’s going to subject us to.
I don’t really know what the college kids are listening to these days, but I do know it’s weird.
“We’re staging a coup,” she says. “Your privileges have been revoked due to abuse of power.”
Kim chuckles as she glances between the three of us like she’s watching a ping pong match. She’s only been dating my older sister for a few months, and while she spends enough time around us to already feel like part of the family, being trapped in a station wagon with all three Rivers sisters would probably have even our dad wishing for an ejector button on his seat.
Clover picks a soft and twinkly-sounding pop song, and everyone but me breathes a sigh of relief. I take my revenge by grabbing the last two honey-glazed doughnut holes out of the giant box of Timbits we picked up on our second coffee run and shove them into my mouth one after the other.
Honey-glazed is the best flavor by far, but these still have nothing on my homemade doughnuts. I make a mental note to whip up a batch for the shop this weekend and a second mental note not to share any with Emily and Clover as punishment for insulting Tim McGraw.
I stash the empty Timbits box on the dashboard along with the huge collection of wrappers, takeout bags, and coffee-stained napkins we’ve amassed over the course of our road trip.
The drive to the Victoria airport is supposed to be a three and a half hour trip from the campground my family runs and lives on, but we’re now well into hour number five. Our multiple coffee runs, bathroom breaks, and the detour we took to pick up Clover from her university housing in Victoria—which was supposed to be a quick get-in-get-out mission but turned into an extended tour of Clover’s place and a meet and greet with her five million housemates—have all proven what a champion Kim is for not leaping out of the car in the middle of the highway.
The Rivers sisters do not get anywhere fast when we travel in a pack, and we all invited ourselves on this trip to pick up Kim’s best friend at the airport. Apparently, the friend is some fancy city girl who works as a real estate agent in Toronto, and this’ll be her first time on the island. We figured she deserved a warm west coast welcome, but looking at the state of the car and how close we are to being late, I feel a twinge of guilt over crashing their BFF reunion.
As if she’s thinking the exact same thing as me—which happens freakily frequently when your big sister is also your best friend—Emily glances at Kim in the rearview mirror as two worry lines form between her eyebrows.
“Sorry for the delay, babe,” she says. “We’re almost there. Has Kennedy said if she’s landed yet?”
Kim pulls out her phone and then shakes her head. “She hasn’t texted, so they must still be in the air.”
“Okay, good,” Emily says. “I promise we’ll make it in time.”
Kim pushes her dark, choppy pixie cut out of her eyes and gives Emily a soft smile before reaching over to squeeze her shoulder and murmur, “Thanks.”
I swear to god, if Lesbians Today was a magazine, these two would be plastered all over the cover. Emily has always had that whole ethereal blonde babe vibe going for her, even when she’s being a total hard ass and rushing around the campground to bark orders at everyone in sight, and even a straight girl like me can admit Kim is a stunning example of androgynous charm.
“Ew! Stop being so cute, you two. It’s disgusting.” I wave a hand at them like they’re a couple of pesky mosquitoes.
Kim chuckles and settles back into her seat. “Has anyone ever told you that when the three of you hang out together, you all revert to having the maturity level of ten year-olds?”
Right on cue, all three of us gasp, but I’m biting back a proud smile at seeing the usually enigmatic Kim Jefferies get in on some good ole Rivers family roasting.
As if she’s bent on proving Kim’s point, Clover turns to face Kim and sticks out her tongue.
“That doesn’t even make sense,” she says, “because if Emily reverted to being ten, Trish would revert to being eight, and I would revert to being three.”
Leave it to Clover to focus on the math.
“Actually, that sounds more accurate,” Kim shoots back.
I cackle and wrap my hands around my mouth to shout, “Sick burrrrrn!”
I start chanting for the two of them to duke it out in the back seat, but Emily smacks my shoulder and tells us all to shut up so she can focus on driving. We’ve hit a patch of traffic, and the highway signs stretched over the road say we’re only three exits away from the airport.
We let Clover’s pop music fill the silence before Kim pulls out her phone and announces that Kennedy has landed and is almost off the plane.
“What’s she like?” Clover asks as Emily flicks her turn signal on and works on navigating towards the exit. “All I know is that she lives in Toronto.”
“She’s the best,” Kim answers, and I can hear the smile in her voice without even turning around to look at her. “We met during undergrad. I actually asked her out on a date. The date itself was a disaster, but we realized we were destined to be best friends. She’s hilarious. She became a real estate agent a few years ago, and she makes these really funny real estate videos on social media that are actually kind of famous.”
Kim pulls out her phone again and taps the screen a few times before handing it to Clover. I glance at the rearview mirror and see Clover’s eyes widen while she scrolls.
“Holy shit,” she says. “Thirty thousand followers? Also, wow, she’s gorgeous.”
I focus on the dotted line in the road as a familiar twisting sensation tightens in my stomach.
She’s hilarious.
Famous.
Gorgeous.
The words resound in my head while my foot taps an erratic rhythm against the mud-caked mat under my feet.
Sometimes it feels like even though I graduated high school almost a decade ago, there’s a part of my brain that’s always going to go into red alert when I hear there’s a new Funny Girl around.
High school was when I learned to be The Funny Girl. When you’ve got a Golden Girl for an older sister and a Brilliant Girl for a younger one, you learn real fast that you better find your own way to be fun or people are going to find a way to make fun of you.
I’ve come a long way since then, and I’ve got significantly less fucks to give about what other people think of my weight, but there’s something about meeting other women who are known for being funny that still makes me feel like I’m clinging to a tiny piece of driftwood in the middle of the ocean, fighting not to get pushed off by someone stronger than me.
By the time I’ve pulled myself out of my head, we’re in sight of the bustling arrivals lane at the airport. Emily weaves through the chaos to find us a spot along the curb, and we all hop out to shift seats for the next leg of the journey.
“Here’s your offering,” Clover says as she climbs out onto the pavement, thrusting a Tupperware container at me.
Inside is the meal I put together at my café before we headed out this morning: a cranberry-walnut chicken salad wrap packed in adorable, diner-style pink checkered paper, a mini apple turnover baked to golden-brown perfection, and one of my award-winning blueberry-lemon muffins.
I figured Kennedy deserved something a little more special than fast food takeout to welcome her to Vancouver Island, but looking at the Tupperware now, that old voice I haven’t quite managed to silence pipes up.
Dorky.
Weird.
Trying way too hard.
I grab the container out of Clover’s hand with a little too much force. She gives me a look but doesn’t say anything as I open the passenger side door to place the meal on the seat, where Kennedy will soon be given shotgun privileges.
I use the moment I’m turned away from the rest of the group to have a little chat with myself.
“You are twenty-six,” I mutter under my breath while I pretend to be fussing with the Tupperware. “You are not a teenager. You are happy and satisfied with your life, and some random girl from Toronto is not going to march in here and make you forget that, okay?”
A high-pitched squeal from behind me makes me jump, which, in my hunched-over state, results in me banging my head against the edge of the car’s doorframe hard enough to see stars.
A guttural groan rises from deep in my stomach as I duck out of the car and take a few staggering backwards steps. My skull pulses with pain. I press a hand to my head and drop a few f-bombs.
My swearing turns into shrieks when I bump into something behind me and a burning hot liquid is suddenly seeping into my sweater and down the back of my jeans, scalding my skin along the way.
“Oh my god, I’m so sorry!” someone shouts, and then the next few seconds are filled with a flurry of activity I can barely make sense of through the continued throbbing assaulting my brain.
I’ve still got my hand pressed to the top of my head when all the spots finally clear from my vision and the pain dulls enough for me to process what happened: Kennedy came out of the airport and ran into Kim’s arms for a squeal-fuelled embrace, which resulted in me bumping into the two of them and knocking Kennedy’s freshly-made pumpkin spiced latte out of her hand, thus dumping the searing coffee all over my flesh.
I’ve never liked Starbucks. Their baked goods are an affront to the culinary arts, but this takes things to a whole new level.
Clover is dabbing at my jeans with a wad of napkins from off the dashboard while Emily inches my shirt up my back to make sure we don’t need to take a trip to the emergency room.
“Yeesh,” she says, sucking in a sharp breath. “It’s really red.”
Kim and Kennedy are staring at me with similar expressions of horror. Kennedy’s suitcase is sitting abandoned on the sidewalk a few feet away, her Starbucks cup lying on its side in a puddle of milky, spiced coffee splashed against the pavement.
“Ah, Starbucks,” I drawl. “Nothing pairs better with the scent of simmering flesh than pumpkin spice.”
Kim’s eyes bulge even farther out of her head, and Kennedy’s mouth is open so wide her jaw looks like it’s about to unhinge itself.
Even in that not-so-flattering state, I can tell Clover was right about her. Kennedy is gorgeous. Her trendy-looking layered haircut is a few shades darker than strawberry blonde and brushes her collarbones over the dark green silk of her bomber jacket. The frames of her glasses are a polished rose gold, and her light wash jeans are tucked into boots that look like what a fashionable person in Toronto who’s never been on a real hike would consider ‘stylishly rugged’.
We get tourists just like her at the campground every summer. They usually end up with collapsed tents and raccoon-raided coolers.
“I’m Trish,” I offer when neither she nor Kim show any sign of coming out of their stupor. “Emily’s sister.”
Clover leans out from behind me to wave a latte-soaked napkin at our guest.
“Oh, yeah, hi!” she says brightly. “I’m Clover. Also Emily’s sister. Welcome to Vancouver Island!”
That seems to snap Kim and Kennedy back to reality. Kim bends down to grab the Starbucks cup and toss it into a nearby trash can while Kennedy steps forward and holds her hand out.
“I’m so sorry,” she says as she shakes my hand. “I guess you weren’t prepared for the traditional Toronto greeting of splashing Starbucks on each other. My bad.”
I can tell my handshake is a little firmer than necessary, but I don’t loosen my grip as I raise an eyebrow and say, “Oh, so I’m supposed to splash you back?”
As she holds my gaze, I notice her bright green irises are speckled with gold, and for a second, my breath gets lodged in my throat.
“Anytime,” she answers without blinking.
The corner of her mouth twitches. My face feels ways too warm.
“Okay, I think that’s the best I can do for now,” Clover says from behind me.
I jolt with surprise as the sounds of the airport seem to rush back in to fill my ears all at once. My hand jerks in Kennedy’s grip before I let my arm fall back to my side.
“Do you want to stop at the pharmacy?” Emily asks as she lets go of my sweater and comes to stand beside me. “I don’t think you’re going to have blisters or anything, but we can pick up painkillers and some ice for the drive home.”
I shake my head. My sweater absorbed the worst of the scalding for me, and the pain has already lessened. Besides, you don’t work in a kitchen for as long as I have without building up a pretty strong tolerance for the occasional attack from some hot liquids.
“I’ll be fine. It really doesn’t hurt much now. The worst part is that every breath I take until I can get some fresh clothes on will now remind me of Starbucks.”
I drop my voice on the last word and lift my shoulders in an exaggerated shudder.
Kim glances between me and Kennedy, her expression caught somewhere between apprehensive and amused. “Uh-oh. You know, I thought the fact that Trish hates Starbucks and Kennedy is obsessed with it might be kind of funny, but I didn’t realize it would go this bad.”
I add ‘obsessed with Starbucks’ to my mental list of evidence that Kennedy is woefully unprepared for three weeks in remote Vancouver Island.
We all get busy loading Kennedy’s stuff and ourselves into my station wagon. Kim takes the driver’s seat, and I pile into the back with my sisters. We’re shoving each other out of the way to get our seatbelts on when Kennedy pops open the Tupperware on her lap.
“Oh my god, you bought me food, Kim? This is why you’re the best friend ever. I’m starving.”
She shoves a bite of my prize-winning muffin in her mouth, and everyone freezes when she winces after just a second of chewing. The grimace stays on her face after she swallows. She sets the muffin back down in the container and pokes at the apple crisp before moving on to the chicken salad wrap instead.
“Bad muffin?” I ask in the most even voice I can manage.
I can sense Emily shooting daggers at me, but I don’t back down.
There’s no way this girl is going to douse me with Starbucks and then not like my prize-winning blueberry-lemon muffins.
“Oh, I think maybe it’s just a little stale,” she answers as she unpacks the wrap, still unaware the whole car is simmering with tension. “It was a bit dry.”
I baked that batch this morning. It was not dry.
I’ve never made a dry muffin in my life.
“Thank you, though, Kim,” she continues as Kim starts the car and pulls away from the curb. “This was so sweet of you, and this wrap looks amazing. Did you guys stop somewhere along the way?”
Kim swallows before answering, her eyes glued to the road. “Uh, Trish made all that. She’s a cook.”
Kennedy’s shoulders stiffen.
“Oh. Oh, wow.” She shifts to face the back seat. “Well, um, thank you. Seriously, this looks incredible. Thank you so much.”
I nod and force a smile I can tell isn’t convincing anyone. “You’re welcome.”
Clover decides to fill the awkward silence by turning the music back on. My phone has somehow gone back to my playlist from earlier, which means a Tim McGraw anthem starts belting through the speakers.
She tries to hide it by looking out the window, but I notice Kennedy grimace like her ears are being battered before Clover switches to another song. I bite back a groan.
So Kennedy is funny, pretty, internet famous, loves Starbucks, hates my favourite singer, and thinks my baking is disgusting.
Maybe I really have reverted to the maturity level of a ten year-old today, but I’m starting to think Kennedy’s not the only one who’ll have trouble handling the next three weeks.



 

Chapter 2 

Kennedy

Kim laughs as she clinks her beer bottle against mine and then takes her first swig.
“You know, we thought you two might clash,” she says after she swallows, “but damn, I didn’t expect you to literally burn Trish.”
I slash my arm through the air in indignation and nearly slosh beer onto Emily’s couch. “She is the one who ran into me.”
Kim shrugs. “Okay, fair point, but you did insult her baking. That’s the worst possible thing you could have done to her, you know.”
She’s still laughing like this is all a big joke, but she’s not the one who has to share a house with Trish tonight. The look Trish gave me after I made that dry muffin comment has me fearing stabbing-and-or-suffocation tonight.
I put my beer down on a coaster before I can contribute to my second spill of the day. Kim and I are catching up on our own in Emily’s house while the rest of the Rivers crew gets dinner ready in the main house. Emily’s place is a cute little A-frame decked out in a cozy Scandi-style that would put many of the best home stagers in the Toronto real estate industry to shame. I knew Emily was an interior designer, but I didn’t realize how talented she was until we walked inside. She’s made even this tiny wooden box feel lofty and airy.
The tiny size is the reason I’ll be using the spare bedroom in the campground’s main house, where Trish lives with her father and where Clover also stays when she’s not at university in Victoria.
Or something like that.
Kim filled me in on the arrangements while we drove over here, but my flight and the time difference have me sleep-deprived enough that I’m fuzzy on the details. Kim’s place is about two hours away near her municipal media relations job in Nanaimo, but we’ll be spending most of my vacation here at Three Rivers campground, which is, as far as I can tell, in the ass end of nowhere.
“How was I supposed to know she made that food?” I demand. “Plus, the muffin wasn’t actually dry. I just hate blueberry-lemon as a flavor combination, but I didn’t want to seem like a picky eater in front of your new girlfriend’s family.”
Kim smirks. “You are a picky eater. Trish is not going to like that either.”
I throw my hands in the air and then drape my head over the back of the couch. “I didn’t even do anything to her! How can she dislike me already? This is unjust!”
Kim forces down her second swallow of beer and then bursts out laughing.
“What?” I ask, sitting up straight and crossing my arms over my chest. “Why is this so amusing to you?”
She sets her beer on a coaster next to mine and stretches her legs out in front of her while she cups her hands behind her head.
“It’s just that this is exactly how Emily and I thought you and Trish meeting would go. We said you’d either be instant best friends or you’d be driving each other crazy before we even got to Three Rivers.”
I scoff. “Well, we’re definitely not instant best friends, but that’s not my fault.”
Kim is already laughing again, and I feel like I’m losing a bet I didn’t even make.
“It’s just that you two both have a lot of, um, presence,” she explains, “and you’re both hotheads. I know how you get around people who are similar to you in that way. You’re either best buds or mortal enemies.”
I sit up even straighter and tilt my chin in the air. “Well, my presence has built me one of the fastest-growing real-estate careers in The Six, thank you very much.”
Kim shakes her head. “The lack of irony with which you call Toronto ‘The Six’ never fails to amaze me.”
I keep my chin held high as I retort, “I have a lot of high profile clients who love Drake.”
We both crack up at that and then reach for our beers.
“And how is said real estate career going since the last time we talked?” Kim asks. “I still haven’t gotten over the fact that you’re taking a full three weeks off.”
I stare down at the stack of remaining coasters on Emily’s coffee table. They all have watercolour paintings of different flowers on them, the splashes of vibrant hues shaped into leaves and petals with delicate pen strokes on top.
I don’t think I’d ever have the patience to make art like that. Back in drama club in high school, I barely had the patience to learn my lines. The director would always yell at me for improvising, but I’d see the way he was fighting back a laugh at all the punch lines I came up with on the spot.
I was good—not ‘make it to Broadway’ kind of good, but definitely ‘use those transferable skills to slay at real estate in the most cutthroat city in the country’ kind of good.
Luxury condos are my stage, and the elite, Drake-loving corporate fiends of The Six are my audience.
It’s not exactly what I dreamed of as a little kid, but it keeps me busy, and it makes my parents proud. Acting was definitely never going to accomplish that.
“I just needed a break,” I tell Kim, my gaze still fixed on the intricate pen strokes on the coasters.
“That’s the shocking part,” she says. “You don’t take breaks—of any length. You always tell me if you sit still for longer than ten minutes, you feel like you can hear the walls of death closing in on your soul.”
My own snort breaks me out of my trance. I run one of my hands through my hair as I look up to grin at her. “I do say that, don’t I?”
Kim isn’t the only one shocked by my sudden urge to take a vacation. I have six unopened texts from my mother waiting for me on my phone, and I’m sure at least half of them are asking me if a three week vacation is a good idea. The rest are probably reminders about my brother’s engagement, my other brother’s promotion, and my other other brother’s nearly-completed PhD.
The March family is known for getting shit done, and to them, a vacation to see my best friend doesn’t exactly count as shit worth doing.
Kim is giving me an expectant look that tells me I’m not getting out of this conversation easily. I sigh and take another sip of beer before settling further into the couch.
“I just feel… I don’t know. Itchy.” I scrunch up my nose. “Or maybe not. Maybe that’s the wrong word. Itchy is how I usually feel when I stay in the same situation too long, and for the past few years, I’ve thought being an agent was the solution because, like, there’s no top in real estate. There’s no end. There’s always more. There’s always bigger. There’s always a new chance to prove yourself, but—”
I cut myself off when I realize I’ve rambled my way straight into the things I swore I wasn’t going to say out loud, not even to Kim.
They’re things I don’t even say to myself, not unless it’s late, late at night, and I’m standing in front of the window in my rental unit watching the worlds of Late Night Toronto and Early Morning Toronto collide on the streets.
That’s when I swear I can hear the walls talk. That’s when I hate what they have to say about me.
Things that sound a lot like the texts from my mom I’m avoiding.
“But?” Kim asks, her voice soft as she leans in a little closer.
I realize I’ve let my eyes go unfocused as I stare at the woodstove across the room.
This place literally has a woodstove. We really are in the middle of nowhere.
“I just needed some time to think,” I say after clearing my throat. I cross my legs and toss one of the perfectly styled throw pillows into my lap so I can fidget with the fringed edges.
I use my other hand to tilt the bottom of my beer bottle to the ceiling and drain the whole thing in a few swigs. Kim lets out a bark of surprised laughter.
“Easy, tiger,” she says as she leans over to pat my arm.
Just as I’m about to ask if we can go for a walk or tour the A-frame or do something other than just sit, Emily lets herself in through the front door and tells us dinner is ready.
Kim brings her beer with her on the way over to the main house. It’s less than a minute’s walk away, but in the growing darkness of the evening, the looming shadows of the trees and the sounds of snapping twigs from within the woods make the house feel farther.
Three Rivers is in the middle of an old fir tree forest, with tent sites I’ve yet to tour nestled among the towering trunks. While the place isn’t closed for the season yet, Emily mentioned there only being a handful of guests at this time of year.
I rub my hands up and down the smooth, thin sleeves of my bomber jacket and wonder how the hell anyone sleeps on the ground here. Even on a September night, the air feels damp and clinging, heavy with the weight of the ocean even though we’re too far from the coast to smell the salt. Here, every inhale is laced with the sharp scent of fir needles and the pungent smell of wet earth. The yellow glow spilling from the windows of the log house up ahead looks like something out of a fairytale, and I can’t tell if it’s giving Good Witch or Bad Witch vibes.
I see Trish pass by one of the window frames, a large serving bowl in her hands as she says something to someone else in the room, and I smirk as I decide maybe there’s just a Pissed Off Witch in there.
I don’t know why I’m smirking. I should probably be more concerned that Emily’s sister and I have gotten off on the wrong foot—or more accurately, the wrong muffin—but if there’s anything that’s going to get me out of my weird mood, it’s a healthy helping of banter, and Trish Rivers seems like the kind of woman who’s always got that in stock.
We make it up the well-worn dirt path to the house and have just stepped onto the creaking boards of the porch when Clover throws the door open. More golden light spills out into the dark, along with a whiff of spices, garlic, and roast chicken that has my stomach rumbling like I ate that wrap in the car two days ago instead of just a couple hours.
“Wow, Kim,” Clover teases as we crowd into the tiny entryway and kick off our shoes. “I was about to ask what everyone wants to drink, but you’re way ahead of us all.”
Kim lifts her bottle in protest. “Half a beer is not way ahead, and for your information, Kennedy already finished a whole one.”
Clover turns to me and points at Kim’s beer. “Can I get you another one of those, then?”
Kim props her free hand on her hip. “Hey! You’re gonna make fun of me and then just offer her a second beer, judgment-free?”
Clover shrugs. “She’s the guest, and you’re just one of us weirdos.”
Clover darts down the hallway and ducks into what must be the kitchen. Her comment has Kim glowing as bright as the cozy cabin window while Emily leads us into the dining room, and I grin at seeing my best friend so happy.
When Kim announced that she wouldn’t be coming back from her post-breakup, post-job-loss West Coast road trip adventure because she’d fallen in love with both Vancouver Island and a certain blonde local, I had the same concerns any best friend would. Part of my motivation for coming out here was making sure Kim really is as happy as she says she is, but watching her with the Rivers family, there’s no doubt in mind: Kim belongs here. She’s found her place.
My chest twinges at the thought, the sting way too sharp for someone who’s built a full-fledged career and a busy life for herself back in Toronto, but before I can even try to ignore the pain, Clover yells my name from down the hall.
“Hey, Kennedy! We don’t have any more of that beer. Do you want to come survey the other options?”
Kim and Emily settle into chairs at the big wooden dining table spread with an orange cloth and set with white porcelain while I yell back, “Sure! Be right in.”
I turn to follow the sound of her voice, and I’ve just rounded the corner into the hallway when, for the second time today, I collide with Trish Rivers.
We both shriek and leap backwards, then shriek again as a giant ceramic bowl of roasted potatoes slips out of Trish’s hands and crashes to the ground. I hear the sharp sound of the bowl cracking as potatoes scatter across the floor. A couple roll over my feet, leaving greasy butter trails on my socks.
I look up from the damage and realize my mouth is hanging open, while Trish’s is set in a tight line. Her eyes are bulging, her nostrils flared as she forces a few panting breaths through her nose.
I should be spewing apologies, but the first thing that pops into my head as I watch Trish simmer is a joke too stupid to resist. I bend down and pick up the potato closest to my foot before straightening up and stretching my hand out towards her.
“Hot potato,” I say as I open my palm. “Pass it on.”



 

Chapter 3 

Trish

Iflick the lights on in the Riverview Café and Kitchen, and my soul is at peace.
The room smells like pine-scented floor cleaner, powdered sugar, and a hint of residual bacon grease, which is maybe not the most appetizing combination in the world, but to me, it’s the smell of morning. Outside, the first few silvery flecks of pre-dawn light have only just started filtering through the trees. Riverview sits at the edge of the campground’s property, right next to the highway. At this time of year, I know it’ll be at least a couple hours before anyone drives by.
The café’s collection of mismatched bistro tables gleam under the overhead lamps. The pastry display case and glass-front refrigerators are empty and dark, waiting to be filled with grab-and-go options as well as pre-made meals for people to take home to their ovens.
The rest of the walls are lined with shelving units stacked with homemade preserves and non-perishables: bottles of jam and pickled vegetables, brown paper bags of pre-mixed spice kits, biscotti wrapped in cellophane and tied with lace ribbons, slabs of fudge with handwritten flavor labels—all that and more has been flying off the shelves all summer, and even though bookings at the campground have slowed for the season, there are still plenty of day-trippers stopping in at Riverview to fill up their shopping bags every day. I’ve had to hire two extra staff members this year just to keep up.
I know a lot of the traffic has been due to Emily’s push to make this our best summer yet. After closing mid-season the year we lost Mom and barely getting by the next, we needed some serious numbers to keep Three Rivers from going under. I’d be stupid to believe I’d suddenly become Miss Successful all on my own or that anyone would even know about my food without the campground. I’m a culinary school drop-out who couldn’t hack life in the city for more than a semester, not a Michelin-star celebrity chef.
That’s what I’ve been telling myself ever since an email about a collaboration opportunity with one of the biggest grocery store chains in the country showed up in the Riverview inbox almost a week ago.
It’s an email I’ve been too afraid to properly read—let alone answer—ever since.
The floorboards creak underneath me as I head behind the counter to wake the computer up and make sure the wifi is working—mostly to ensure we’ll be able to sell stuff today, but also so I can get some music going ASAP and push any thoughts of the email out of my head.
A couple minutes later, a country hits playlist is pumping through the sound system while I tie my apron around my waist in the kitchen. With its soft pink colour and curly cursive script across my chest that spells the words ‘Fork Off,’ this apron is one of the tamer designs in my collection. It’s got nothing on the one with embroidered cupcakes over my boobs, but that’s for special occasions.
I have coffee brewing and dough rising in a matter of minutes, my body working through the rhythm of my morning routine like I’m performing a well-rehearsed choreography. By the time Annie shows up for her shift, the whole café smells like warm, fresh bread, and I’m humming along to my playlist while I add a few items to tomorrow’s order on the computer.
“Nothing like a little Tim McGraw to start the day,” Annie says in greeting as she steps inside and shrugs out of her green waterproof jacket.
I look up from the screen and beam at her. “Thank you, Annie. Finally, someone with good taste. Did you know there’s a sore lack of appreciation for Tim McGraw in the world these days?”
She shakes her head as she shuffles over to the counter, her fluffy white hair stuck to her forehead from a typical BC drizzle outside.
“I’m sad to hear it,” she says as she heads past me to hang her jacket in the back room.
I try to focus on the order sheet again, but now that I’m thinking about the impudent response I got to my music selections yesterday, I can’t stop myself from thinking about yesterday in general.
After following up the car ride home with a hot shower, a change of clothes, and some time in my family’s kitchen, I was ready to start fresh with Kennedy. I was ready to give her rejection of my muffin the benefit of the doubt. After all, she’d just been on a plane all day. She hadn’t slept much. She was in a new and unknown part of the country. Her taste buds were bound to be screwed up.
Then she destroyed my garlic butter finger potatoes and my favourite serving bowl all in one go—and she thought it was funny.
There is nothing funny about a wasted potato.
The worst part is that everybody else thought it was hilarious too. Everybody else thought Kennedy was hilarious all night long, with her charming city girl ignorance about life on a campground and her infectious laugh that makes her shiny, perfect hair look even shinier as it slips forward over her shoulders.
I breathe out hard through my nose and then shut the order form before pushing off the counter and heading into the kitchen.
More baking will help.

I don’t leave the kitchen until almost lunchtime. There are a few breakfast orders to fill, but most people who stop by today just grab ready-made pastries and coffee, leaving me the chance to put together some pre-made meals for sale. I make a couple lasagnas and a huge batch of my signature buttery mashed potatoes. I’m scooping the potatoes into containers when Annie pokes her head in and says my sister is here.
I walk out wiping my hands on my apron and see Emily, Kim, and Kennedy grabbing seats at one of the bistro tables.
“Hey, sis!” Emily calls as she waves at me. “We just took Kennedy on a tour of the campground, and now we need sustenance. Any chef’s recommendations for today?”
I glance around at the three of them and freeze when I spot Kennedy staring directly at my tits.
Make that squinting at my tits.
A couple seconds of silence pass, during which we all stare at Kennedy, before I clear my throat. She shifts her gaze up to my face, and her cheeks go red when she realizes all three of us are looking at her.
“Your, uh, apron,” she says, nodding her chin at my chest as her face gets even redder. “I was trying to read it.”
She shifts her glasses up her nose and glances around the room to avoid my eyes. A weird thrill shoots through me at seeing her flustered. My chest gets all warm, and I decide it must be from the satisfaction of having the upper hand.
I put my hands on my hips. “Fork off.”
Her gaze snaps back to me. “Huh?”
“Fork off. That’s what my apron says.”
She nods, her eyes lighting up with comprehension. “Ohhhhh. Yeah, that makes sense. Ha. Funny.”
I can tell Emily is trying to catch my eye and send me one of our telepathic sister messages. I can already guess it’s a plea for me to be friendly to our esteemed guest. I plaster a smile on my face and march over to grab some laminated menus before laying them on the table.
“Pancakes with seasonal fruit are always a good choice,” I say, pointing them out on one of the menus. “I’m doing apple cinnamon today. I’ve also got spinach and feta omelets on offer. Otherwise, you can’t go wrong with any of the daily breads and whatever spreads you’d like from this list.”
I tap the selection of jams, cream cheeses, and flavoured butters we offer before backing away from the table.
The thrill from a few seconds ago now feels less like satisfaction and more like itchy, jittery nerves. The strings of my apron are too tight, and the neck of my t-shirt is suffocating me. My skin is heating up like I’ve stepped in front of an open oven. My eyes lock with Kennedy’s for a split second before I jerk my gaze away while blood rushes in my ears.
“Just let Annie know when you’re ready to order, and I’ll whip it up for you.”
I turn and speed-walk to the kitchen before anyone else has a chance to speak.
Once I’m alone, I reach for the strings of my apron and let the pink fabric tumble to the floor. I head for the industrial-size sink and blast my hands with icy water before using them to cool the back of my neck. A lock of hair has escaped my bandana, and I busy myself with smoothing it into place as my thoughts flash back to the sight of Kennedy looking at me.
I know she was just reading my apron. I know the fact that she’s a lesbian doesn’t mean she was checking out my boobs. I know it was only an awkward moment that doesn’t mean anything.
That’s all it ever is with girls: awkward moments I read too much into. Lingering glances, grazing hands, feeling like your skin is on fire when a girl accidentally stares at your chest—all of that happens to everyone sometimes.
If I wasn’t straight, I would know. Emily and Clover both figured out they’re not straight years ago.
I just get scared of being left out. I get scared of being the boring one. Hell, I even had a literal therapist tell me exactly that.
“Trish, I was going to ask if—oh.”
Emily comes barreling in—or rather, confidently striding in with an air of grace, because that’s how Emily gets everywhere—and pauses when she sees me hunched over the sink.
“Are you okay?”
I whirl away from the basin and make a show out of fanning my face. “I got really warm all of a sudden. I’ve been working all morning. I think I just need to sit down for a couple minutes.”
“Well, that’s great timing,” she says. “You rushed off before I could tell you to sit and eat with us. We’re just going to order bread with spreads, so Annie can get them ready, and you can have a rest with us.”
My shoulders tense, and I do my best to sound breezy. “Oh, yeah, I’m not sure I have time for that. I’ll just have a glass of water in here, and I’ll be good to get working again. I can even plate your breads myself.”
I’m not fooling Emily. That’s the problem with having a sister who can read every shift of your eyebrows and twitch of your mouth like your face is a secret language. Our silent communication has always worked out great for gossiping at dinner parties or being each other’s wingwoman at the bar, but it also means we can never bullshit each other.
“You know you’re being a liiiiittle immature, right?” The ‘condescending older sister’ tone has slipped into her voice, and it grates my nerves like a knife scraping the bottom of a pan.
“Oh, really?” I ask as I stomp past her to pick up my apron.
The stomping part kind of proves her point, but I ignore that.
“I get that you and Kennedy have gotten off on the wrong foot, but she’s our guest, and this is my first time meeting one of Kim’s friends in person. It would really mean a lot to me if you tried a bit harder with her.”
I hear the pleading note in her request, and I realize this visit of Kennedy’s is a bigger deal to her than I thought. Sometimes I forget she and Kim have only been dating for a few months. It often feels like Kim’s been around forever, but it’s been less than a month since she officially moved to BC and got a place for herself over in Nanaimo.
I sigh and sling my arm around Emily for a quick side hug.
“For you, dear sister, I will raise the white flag. I will soothe the stormy seas. Like a gentle dove, I will extend the proverbial olive branch. I will—”
“Okay, okay.” Emily bumps my shoulder with hers to cut off what was shaping up to be a truly stunning metaphor. “Thank you.”
I head back to the prep table and pick up my half-empty mashed potato pot. “Just let me get these packaged, and I’ll join you. Annie can plate the bread.”
Emily claps her hands in celebration but stays hovering in the kitchen while I spoon potatoes into the last few containers.
“Out of curiosity,” she says, “what is up with you and Kennedy? I know you hate Starbucks, but is that really enough to not like her?”
I keep my gaze pinned to the fluffy potatoes. “It’s not that I don’t like her.”
Emily’s silence calls my bluff.
“I don’t even know her,” I add. “Look, I’m sure she’s great. It’s just…haven’t you ever met anyone who you find low-key annoying for no reason?”
I’m still focused on the potatoes, but I hear Emily’s shirt rustle and can imagine her shrugging.
“Sure, yeah, I get that. Some people just clash. That’s all it is?”
I set the spoon down in the empty bowl and look up at her.
“That’s all it is.”
Her eyes say she doesn’t believe me, but she nods.
“Okay, but despite the low-key annoyance, you’re still going to try and be more friendly with her?”
My jaw ticks, but I bob my head while I hunt around for lids to go over the potatoes.
“Sure thing!” I chime.
Emily rolls her eyes at my exaggerated cheer. “And you’re going to come to the bonfire tonight?”
“Wouldn’t miss it,” I answer, a little less sarcastically this time. “You think I’d miss out on setting up my epic s’more station?”
That seems to smooth things over, which makes sense since my s’more making station could serve as the solution to world peace. We’re throwing a little get-together to give Kennedy the full Three Rivers experience, and the evening would not be complete without me putting together an epic spread.
“You know Kim adores you, right?” I ask as I start popping lids on. “You don’t have to be nervous.”
She takes a deep breath and then gives me a small smile. “Thanks. I needed to hear that.”
I shoo her out of the kitchen and say I’ll be there in a minute. Then I douse my face and neck in the coldest water I can get out of the tap before I brace myself to face Kennedy again.



 

Chapter 4 

Kennedy

As soon as the words ‘I’ve never had a s’more’ leave my mouth, you’d think I’d just admitted to pledging my soul to Satan.
“What?” Clover demands, her voice rising above the general dismay in the living room as she snaps the book she’s had her nose buried in all afternoon shut. “How have you been led so astray?”
“You poor, deprived child,” Emily adds.
Their dad, Robert, gawks at me like I’m a sideshow attraction.
“Never?” he asks. “As in, never in your life?”
I shake my head. “I haven’t been to many bonfires.”
Gasps and sympathetic murmurs fill the room. I feel like I’ve announced I have a terminal illness, and the solemn vibes in the room have me cracking up.
“I think I’ve had s’more-flavoured ice cream,” I say as I chuckle. “Oh, and one of my favourite bars in Toronto does a s’more-themed cocktail.”
I’m met with grimaces and gaping mouths once again.
Robert groans as he pushes himself up out of his chair and then straightens his flannel shirt. He’s what you’d expect a grumpy grizzly bear to look like if it turned into a middle-aged man. His lined face is almost permanently stern, and his dark beard is streaked with grey.
He’s the kind of guy who was built for living in a cabin in the woods, and I have to hold back another chuckle as an image of him trying to navigate a crowded Toronto subway station pops into my head.
“I don’t know about all that cocktail nonsense,” he says, “but I do know we’re going to have to build you a damn good bonfire tonight, Kennedy. It’s only right, after everything you’ve been through.”
It takes me a second to realize that he’s un-ironically referring to my s’more-less upbringing and lack of bonfire attendances as ‘everything I’ve been through.’
I press my lips together to keep from laughing.
“Thank you, Robert,” I say. “I appreciate that.”
He heads out to get started on the fire now that dusk has begun to fall. It’s been gloomy all day, with only murky grey light filtering through the treetops, and now the shadows outside are getting deeper, with a hint of indigo creeping in between the tree trunks.
I’d probably have the Rivers family making the sign of the cross over me if I said it out loud, but I haven’t spent much time around this many trees. Neither forestry nor mountaineering were included on the list of pre-approved career paths my parents had in mind from the moment my brothers and I were born, and since ‘having fun’ was rarely enough of a justification for us to do things as kids, we didn’t get to do much outside the city. Not being able to see the edge of the forest out here makes me twitchy. I turn away from the window after staring for a couple seconds.
Like he can sense my agitation, the family’s cuddly old black lab, Newt, scrambles over from beside Robert’s chair and lays his head in my lap, thumping his tail to demand scratches.
“Aww! He likes you,” Clover gushes.
I’ve learned Clover is an animal whisperer as well as a science geek, which lines up with her major in environmental studies.
She rests her book on one of the living room’s mismatched side tables and says she’s going to go help her dad. Newt bounds after her without even a second glance at me, and Emily laughs at the ‘seriously, bro?’ gesture I make at him.
“I’ll see if Trish needs any help,” Emily says once Clover is gone.
Trish has been banging around in the kitchen for at least half an hour. The occasional grunt or barrage of swear words emits from down the hall now and then. The first time, I asked if we should check on her, but now I’ve gotten used to the sounds of Trish’s ‘creative process,’ as Clover describes it.
“Is there something we should be taking care of?” Kim asks. “I feel bad for just sitting here.”
I nod my agreement, but Emily waves us off.
“Relax. Enjoy,” she urges. “If anyone shows up, you can welcome them in and maybe offer them a drink or something, but they’ll probably head straight to the fire pit.”
Tonight’s gathering is going to be attended by some of the campground staff and a few people from the small town of River’s Bend a little further down the highway. Kim says River’s Bend is more of a street than it is a town, but it does have a bar, which is where she met Emily back in the spring.
As soon as Emily is out of earshot, Kim shifts to the end of the couch closest to the armchair I’m sitting on so she can speak in a lowered voice.
“Hey, soooo…” she begins, reaching to push her choppy bangs out of her eyes.
“Soooo?” I echo when she doesn’t go on.
“I just wanted to, uh, make sure you’re settling in all right. The jet lag isn’t hitting too hard?”
I know her well enough to tell there’s something else she wants to get at, but I play along.
“Sleeping in today helped. I’ll be fine for the bonfire, if that’s what you’re wondering.”
She bobs her head. “Cool, cool. Yeah. Um…”
I watch her chew on her lip for a few seconds before I order her to spit whatever it is out. She blows out a long breath and adjusts the stacks of leather bracelets she’s rarely ever seen without before answering.
“Okay, so, I know you and Trish haven’t, like, taken to one another, per se—”
I scoff. “I don’t even know her, never mind if I’ve taken to her or not. If anyone has a problem, it’s her. It’s not my fault she’s oversensitive about her muffins and overprotective of her potatoes.”
Kim’s mouth twitches like she’s trying not to laugh.
“Look, I know we’re all adults,” she says, “and you don’t have to be best friends or anything. It’s just that Trish is really important to Emily, and the whole family has only just started to get along again after some rough times since their mom passed away. Things were really tense for a while, and—”
“And I have a reputation for being a shit disturber,” I finish.
That’s a great skill for when you want to pester people into buying a luxury condo, but it does get inconvenient in a friendship context sometimes.
“Which I love!” Kim rushes to add. “I don’t know what I’d do if I couldn’t count on you to shake me up when I need it, but things have been really…shook up here for a long time, so maybe if you could just, I don’t know, compliment Trish’s s’mores tonight? And try not to make any edgy jokes?”
Instead of defending my innocence again, I tell Kim I’ll shower Trish with praise this evening and avoid directing any of my wit her way.
I might have the button-pushing instincts that only a girl with three older brothers can, but I’m not an asshole. My chest aches to think of everything this family has been through and how they’re only a few years out from the kind of loss I can’t even begin to understand. If Kim thinks me and Trish butting heads might make things harder here, I’ll do everything I can to rein it in.
“Thank you,” Kim says, letting out a sigh of relief.
“Of course. I’m sorry if I got carried away or didn’t read the room right.” I lean over the side of my armchair to get closer to her. “You’re not wrong. Trish and I do not appear to have, as you say, taken to one another, but I’m here for you. I’m here to get introduced to this amazing new life you’re building, and I promise I’m not going to do anything that could fuck it up.”
“Of course,” she says, reaching up to brush her bangs aside yet again. “I know you would never do that. I just still get stressed about fitting in here sometimes. I love this place so much, and Emily means the world to me, and—”
“Kim.” I lay my hand on her arm and give her bicep a light squeeze. “You fit. I’ve never seen you fit somewhere the way you do here, and I promise they all love you back as much as you love them. I saw it the second I got here.”
She chuckles. “I’m pretty sure what you saw the second you got here was Trish’s butt colliding with your latte.”
My grip on her arm turns into a pinch. “Hey. If I have to be on my best behavior, you’re not allowed to taunt me.”
“Could be worse,” she says with a sly grin. “I could be teasing you about staring at her boobs this morning.”
I freeze, blood rushing to my face.
“I was reading her apron,” I whisper-yell before glancing towards the hallway.
“Suuuure,” Kim whispers back. “Reading her apron. Right. You know you can admit you think she’s got great boobs without needing to like her.”
Clover appears just then and asks if we’re coming out to the fire, and even though I’ve got absolutely nothing to hide, I can’t help from sighing in relief as I jump up to follow her out of the living room.

I lick a dollop of melted chocolate off my thumb and decide it’s official: Trish’s s’more-making station is one of the greatest inventions in the world.
We’re gathered around the bonfire, the seating made up of a few rustic wooden benches and Adirondack chairs. The fire has gone from blazing to glowing, the hot coals glinting like rubies buried in soot. We’re all at least two beers in, and I can’t tell if the heat in my cheeks is from the fire or the alcohol. Either way, the whole night has turned soft and slow, the hard edges of the world blurring into a watercolour painting where everything is as squishy and sweet as a marshmallow.
I chuckle as I heave myself up out of my Adirondack chair and head for the s’more station for the third time tonight. It takes me a second to find my balance, and I realize I’m tipsier than I thought. I’m going to have the headache of the century tomorrow if I keep stuffing myself with sugar, but I can’t help it.
Despite my apparently blasphemous level of inexperience with s’mores, I still know the three basic ingredients: marshmallows, graham crackers, and chocolate. Trish has expanded way beyond that, though, with a fairytale-worthy spread that covers the entire surface of a picnic table a few feet away from the fire pit. Things like crushed pistachios, slivered almonds, freshly sliced strawberries, and cocoa powder spiked with chili flakes are laid out alongside four different flavours of chocolate squares and a selection of mini, regular, and jumbo-sized marshmallows.
She’s a culinary goddess, and there won’t even be a trace of sarcasm in my voice when I tell her that—if I get the chance to tell her at all tonight.
She’s been cuddled up with some random dude ever since the fire started.
I spear a jumbo marshmallow onto the end of my sharpened stick and then glance over at the two of them.
Maybe ‘cuddled up’ is an overstatement, and maybe he’s not actually ‘random,’ but I’m at least one beer past specifics. I can’t remember the names of most of the six or so people who showed up to join us tonight, but his sticks out in my mind: Scooter Lee, the local bartender whose nickname is some reference to an anecdote about a motorcycle I also can’t remember.
He and Trish are sharing one of the benches, their knees just a couple inches from touching and their heads leaned in towards each other as they have some kind of heated debate that makes Trish flap her arms around and shrug off the knitted blanket she’s been wearing like a shawl. I watch her readjust the blanket and toss one end around her neck while she turns her nose up at Random-Dude-AKA-Scooter.
She looks cute. Her cheeks are tinged pink, her eyes glittering with the reflection of the coals. A cheetah print headband frames her face, and her dark hair curls around her shoulders.
I rip my gaze away from her to fill a paper plate with s’more ingredients, and then I lock my attention onto my chair as I march back towards it.
No way in hell am I going to get caught staring at Trish—not that I was staring. I wasn’t staring at her boobs when I made a genuine and innocent effort to read her apron this morning, and I’m not staring now.
I drop into my chair and thrust my stick into the fire with a little too much force. The marshmallow bumps against one of the logs and ends up coated in soot. From the chair next to mine, Clover laughs.
“Uh-oh. Do we have to cut you off, Kennedy?”
I look over at her, and she lifts her hands in a peace offering.
“I’m kidding. I’ve been going one for one with you all night, so if we have to cut you off, we have to cut me off too. I’m not ready for my relaxing weekend at home during the very stressful first month of my last year of undergrad to end now.”
I squint at her. “That…was a lot of words.”
She laughs again and then nods at the fire. “You should rotate that if you don’t want it to burn.”
At the end of my stick, the already giant marshmallow has puffed up to twice its size, and the side closest to the coals is a golden brown that’s getting perilously close to crispy black. I follow Clover’s advice to rotate.
“Speaking of getting cut off…” Clover drops her voice and leans in closer to me. “Trish is gonna end up in Scooter’s lap if this bonfire goes on much longer.”
She glances over the fire at them and then wags her eyebrows at me. A heavy lump settles deep in my stomach all of a sudden.
I guess that’s what washing s’mores down with beer will do to your digestive system.
“So are they, like, together?” I ask, dropping my gaze back to my browning marshmallow.
Clover scoffs. “We all wish they’d just get together already. They’ve been flirty for years. They act like they annoy each other, but he still lights up when she’s in the room. It’s all very Luke and Lorelai, you know? Which was cute for a couple years, but now pretty much everyone in River’s Bend is like, come onnnn.”
Clover swings her empty beer bottle around like a fan urging on a losing hockey team. I crane my neck around to check if anyone’s listening in on us, but the rest of the group are tied up in their own conversations.
“I think they’re both scared to make a move,” Clover continues. “It’s honestly painful to watch at this point.”
I sneak another look at Trish just in time to see her snatch Scooter’s marshmallow stick out of his hands while he rolls his eyes but doesn’t stop grinning at her.
The totally unrelated lump in my stomach gets heavier.
“She needs someone to spell it out for her,” Clover tells me. “She won’t listen to me and Emily about it.”
I yank my marshmallow out of the fire, using my s’more assembling as an excuse to keep from continuing the conversation.
I’ve just smooshed the top graham cracker down onto a heaping pile of toppings when one of the campground staff members pulls out a guitar. The rest of the night gets taken over by Beatles covers and some ‘unreleased’ original compositions that should probably stay that way.
The coals are flickering out by the time the guests head to their cars. I waved Kim and Emily off when they asked if it was all right if they turned in half an hour ago. They were looking way too cozy under a shared blanket and definitely needed a room ASAP.
Robert gives the remaining attendees a quick lecture about how to properly douse a fire even though I’m sure his daughters have done it a million times, and then he heads to bed too. Newt trots along behind him, leaving just me, Clover, and Trish sitting around the dying fire.
Without the flames, the night is so dark I can barely make out Trish’s features across the pit. Clover is staring at the tips of her sneakers with a glassy look in her eyes that tells me we might end up needing to convince her she can’t sleep out here in her chair all night, but a second later, she jolts upright and says she needs to pee before loping over to the house with surprising speed.
Trish sighs from within the shadows. “I doubt she’s coming back, which means I should start packing up.”
She gets to her feet and heads for the s’more table. I join her a second later.
“I’ll help,” I say, even though the supplies have been so decimated there’s not much to do besides stack a few trays.
Before I can stop myself, I grab the last banana slice on the table and dip it in the chili-laced cocoa powder before popping it in my mouth. I look up to find Trish watching me with an expression somewhere between aloof and amused.
“Better than my muffins?” she asks, arching an eyebrow.
I swallow and wrack my brain for a comeback before I remember my promise to Kim.
No comebacks. No one-liners. No witty repartee.
I’m supposed to be smoothing things over.
“This was delicious,” I say. “Seriously. I know I’ve got nothing to compare them to, but I’m still sure these were the best s’mores in the country.”
Her eyebrow doesn’t drop. “Just the country, huh?”
My mouth opens and closes a couple times before she bursts out laughing.
“Got ya,” she says, still chuckling as she snags a remaining square of milk chocolate for herself.
She closes her eyes as she sticks the square in her mouth. Even in the darkness, we’re standing close enough for me to see the corners of her lips lift into the expression of someone soaking up a divine symphony as she lets the chocolate melt on her tongue.
She hums and sways a little before I see her throat bob as she swallows.
My own throat gets dry at the sight, and with her eyes still closed, I can’t help raking my gaze over her face, down to her chest, and back up again. My pulse races, and I shiver despite the jacket and thick sweater I’ve got on.
“Mmm,” she moans as she gets back to work on the trays. “Yep. That’s why I pay extra for the good stuff.”
She has to be fucking with me.
There’s no way anyone looks that fucking orgasmic while eating a tiny square of milk chocolate unless they’re putting on an act.
Still, I can’t find the words to say anything else as we gather up the trays and head towards the glow of the house lights together.
I watch her hair swish over her shoulders as I follow a half-step behind her, and that lump in my stomach gets the heaviest it’s been all night when I realize she’s done something almost no one else can do.
There are very, very few people in this world who can leave me speechless.



 

Chapter 5 

Trish

“Can I tempt you with a postcard?”
Lonnie, one of the curators at the River’s Bend Indigenous Arts Center, holds out a piece of cardstock as I walk past the desk in the small, glass-walled gallery that’s got an amazing view of one of the three rivers our campground is named after. A few yellow leaves drift by on the glittering surface of the rushing water as I turn to face her.
Lonnie darts her gaze over to the other end of the gallery, where Kim, Emily, and Kennedy are all examining a painting, and then gives me a mischievous grin that emphasizes her deep laugh lines, making it clear this postcard offering is really an invitation to gossip.
I prop my elbows on the desk after laying the postcard down in front of me. The cardstock is printed with a reproduction of one of the incredible embroidery pieces that made up an exhibition earlier this summer.
“So,” Lonnie says, dropping her voice to a murmur and leaning a little further over the desk, “how’s the new girlfriend working out?”
The town swells with tourists every summer, but River’s Bend only has a permanent population of about seventy, meaning everyone knows everything about everyone. I get demands for updates about Kim and Emily’s relationship every time I step foot off the campground.
“Really well,” I answer. “We all love Kim, and I don’t even remember how we kept Three Rivers from falling apart without her helping with the repair jobs.”
When she’s not working her media relations job for the city over in Nanaimo, Kim works as a handywoman at Three Rivers.
Lonnie nods. “You can’t be afraid to get your hands dirty if you want to live out here. They do look very happy. I haven’t seen Emily look this happy since…”
She trails off into silence, but I can guess she means Emily hasn’t been this happy since Mom was alive.
Grief claws at me at the thought of my mother, just like it always does, just like it probably always will, but the scrapes it leaves aren’t as deep as they used to be. The scars have hardened, and raw, pink skin has started to grow in their place.
I push the pain aside and force myself to smile at Lonnie. “Yeah, they’re really the sunshine couple of River’s Bend now, aren’t they?”
Lonnie peers over at the end of the gallery again.
“And the city girl,” she says, her eyes on Kennedy’s back, “she’s…your date?”
A sound somewhere between a snort and hiccup bursts out of me, loud enough to echo through the gallery. I clap my hand over my mouth. The other three turn to stare at us for a second before moving on to the next painting.
When I look back at Lonnie, she’s practically got her ears perked up in anticipation of hearing something juicy.
“Absolutely not,” I say, watching as her face falls a little. “She’s Kim’s friend from Toronto. She’s visiting for a few weeks. It’s her first time on the island.”
Lonnie cranes her neck to appraise Kennedy’s outfit of expensive-looking black jeans, an oversized men’s dress shirt drooping over one of her shoulders, and those ridiculous ‘hiking’ boots that definitely couldn’t handle more than an hour on a mountain.
“I can tell,” Lonnie says dryly, which makes me clamp my hand back over my mouth before I can snort again. “I’m glad to hear that, though. You’d break poor Scooter’s heart if you ended up with a fancy tourist instead of him.”
I don’t remind her that Scooter grew up as a city kid in Vancouver and that he was just as ‘fancy’ as Kennedy when he first arrived in River’s Bend. That would give her way too much ammunition to make more comments about me and Scooter, and the whole town already gives me more than enough of those.
“That would be quite the turn of events, considering I’m straight,” I say instead.
Lonnie shrugs, making her long turquoise earrings jingle. “Another reason for you to give Scooter a shot, then.”
I sigh, bracing myself to have the five-millionth ‘Scooter and I are just friends’ talk of my life, but Kim, Emily, and Kennedy’s arrival at the desk saves me.
“You two are having a gossip session, aren’t you?” Emily asks.
Lonnie strokes one of her earrings and bats her eyes. “I never gossip.”
We all laugh at that, and then Emily announces that she and the others have decided we should get dinner at the bar. I can feel Lonnie’s eyes on me at the mention of Scooter’s workplace, but I just dig my wallet out to pay for the postcard.
Before we leave, Lonnie and Emily go over a few details about scheduling some artists in at the campground next summer. The gallery features indigenous artists from all over the country and often has them hold talks or meet and greets, and Three Rivers always hosts any featured artists who want to stay at the campground on the house.
Once we get outside, we walk across the rugged highway that cuts through the center of town. It’s the only paved road around, and it’s flanked by the handful of establishments that make up the ‘downtown’ of River’s Bend: the art gallery, an outdoor theatre that’s already closed for the season, an ice cream shop that’s partially closed for the season, and the world’s tiniest general store, which pretty much only stocks firewood and hot dogs.
There’s also the bar, which probably has an official business name on its paperwork somewhere, but never in my twenty-six years of existence have I heard anyone call it anything other than ‘the bar.’
“So this is where it all started for you two, huh?” Kennedy asks as we step across the bar’s gravel parking lot and up the sloping wood steps to the door.
A neon sign is buzzing in the window, and I can hear the dull thump of Scooter’s beloved alternative rock music playing inside.
Kim and Emily exchange a look that can only be described as gooey before reaching for each other’s hands.
“Yep,” Kim answers while her eyes continue to bore into Emily’s soul. “This is where it all started.”
I can’t resist making a puking sound.
“Awww!” I gush as we walk inside. “That’s so sweet I wanna hurl.”
The room smells like cedar and sticky-sweet beer, and the heating has me pulling my jacket off before we’ve even made our way to a table. It’s only just past five on a Monday night, so aside from a couple of old guys playing checkers in the corner, we’ve got the place to ourselves.
Even with the lingering frustration of Lonnie’s insinuations weighing on me, I can’t resist sucking in a deep breath and channeling my inner opera singer.
“SCOOOOOOTER!” I warble at the top of my lungs. “YOOOOOO-HOOOOO!”
It seems my inner opera singer was replaced by my inner yodeler today.
I’m just about to begin round two when Scooter appears behind the bar, making a show out of clamping his hands over his ears.
“Jesus,” he says with a wince. “There’s over a month until Halloween, and you’re already trying to wake the dead.”
I shrug. “Apparently waking the dead is what I need to do to get a beer around here.”
He glares at me. “You literally just walked in here two seconds ago.”
“How would you know?” I shoot back. “You were in the back. You left your valuable customers out here unattended. I would never treat the esteemed guests of the Riverview Cafe in such an appalling way.”
As the managers of the only two food-serving establishments in reasonable driving distance, Scooter and I have developed a healthy rivalry about our businesses.
He shakes his head and pulls a notepad out of his pocket before clicking a pen.
“I take it you’re looking for dinner, ladies?”
I gasp and place a hand on my chest. “You’re going to take our order from all the way over there? You’re not even going to come out from behind the bar? You’re just going to scream at us from across the room? What kind of service is this?”
He lifts his gaze to the ceiling like he’s praying for patience, but I can see the corners of his mouth are fighting not to turn up.
Scooter thinks I’m hilarious, whether he wants to admit it or not.
“My apologies, ladies,” he says as he rounds the corner of the bar and then takes the three steps over to our table. “I didn’t realize I was screaming at you. Now, what can I get you to eat?”
The rest of us all have our regular orders ready to go, but Kennedy takes a minute to look over the menu while Scooter chats with Emily about how the final weeks of the campground’s season are going.
I find myself giving him a once-over while everyone else is distracted. He’s wearing dark jeans and a plain black t-shirt that shows off the thick tribal tattoos on his arms. His long, jet-black hair is pulled up into a knot that emphasizes his cheekbones.
He’s hot. Anyone with eyes can see that, but despite his muscular arms and the fact that he literally drives a motorcycle, I’ve always had this weird, heavy feeling that I should be into him, and the weight of the ‘should’ makes it impossible to tell if I actually am.
After Kennedy selects a cheeseburger with a side of onion rings, Scooter asks if we want beers, which makes all of us groan. It’s not like anyone was smashed at the bonfire last night, but we are ladies of a certain age now, and I can still feel some residual pounding in my skull from the headache and parched throat I woke up with this morning.
Scooter raises an eyebrow but resists the temptation to make fun of us when we all order sodas instead of beer.
“I’m glad I’m not the only one who’s still feeling it today,” Kennedy says after Scooter takes off to the kitchen.
“Ugh, tell me about it,” Kim groans.
I grab a paper-sheathed straw out of the cutlery holder in the middle of the table and point it at her and then my sister.
“Pshhh. You two didn’t even make it until the end of the bonfire. Plus, I had to get up way before all of you to open Riverview. The rest of you have no excuses for being this pathetic.”
Emily plucks the straw out of my hand.
“You know who really has no excuse for how shitty she’s feeling today?” she asks as she tucks the straw back in with the others.
We all start cracking up before she’s even answered her own question.
“Clover,” she finishes. “Who could have guessed the twenty-one year-old would have the worst hangover of us all?”
My little sister briefly stopped by Riverview around nine this morning to say goodbye to me—or rather, my dad insisted she get her hungover ass out of his truck to say goodbye to me before he drove her back to Victoria.
“She looked like a naked mole rat when she walked into the café this morning,” I say before scrunching my eyes up and mimicking the lip-puckering, teeth-baring expression that Clover made in response to the bright lights in the kitchen.
Everybody laughs at my performance—including Kennedy. The rush of satisfaction I feel at seeing her crack up is followed by a flicker of frustration.
I don’t know why I care so much about her thinking I’m funny. She’ll be gone in less than three weeks. It’s not like I’m in high school anymore. It’s not like I need the pretty popular girls to think I’m funny just so I can be valuable to them and save myself from getting bullied.
Those days are over. My life is comfortable now. My life is good. I run a restaurant people drive from all over to eat at. I’ve won more cooking, baking, and recipe-making awards than I can count. I actually like my body, and this whole town seems to think the hottest man in a fifty-kilometer radius likes my body too.
I’m happy here in River’s Bend, and a random girl from Toronto shouldn’t be enough to knock me off my game.
I nod along with the conversation at the table, but I don’t say much during our meal. I feel like something’s bubbling up inside me with no way to get out, like I’m a shaken-up soda bottle with the lid screwed on too tight.
I make it halfway through my chicken strips and fries before announcing I need some air. Emily looks up from her plate, and her eyes ask me what the hell is going on.
“I have a valid excuse for my headache. Early morning, remember?” I explain. “Plus, it’s too warm in here. I just need a couple minutes outside to walk it off.”
Emily’s still giving me a dubious look, but she shrugs and says she hopes I feel better.
As soon as I’m out in the chilly evening air, I lean against the wall of the bar and draw in the deepest breath my lungs will hold before slowly letting it out. A little bit of the mounting pressure in me eases, but it feels like I’ve only taken the edge off instead of releasing everything trapped in my body.
I don’t know how to release it all. The pressure has been growing ever since I got that email from the grocery store chain, the one I still haven’t replied to even though it’s now been over a week since it popped up in the café’s inbox.
I only read it twice before I let it get buried under all the order confirmations and invoices, but I know it included the words ‘collaboration,’ ‘opportunity,’ and ‘deal.’
As in, a deal for me.
A deal that would put products developed by me in grocery stores all across the province.
The pressure bubbles back up and keeps rising no matter how many deep breaths I take. I decide to try moving around. I’ve just taken a few steps towards the highway when the bar’s door is flung open and a few notes of a Pearl Jam song—or whatever band Scooter is subjecting us to—spill out into the small gravel parking lot.
Kennedy walks out and shuts the door behind her. I try not to groan. She glances around in the early evening gloom for a few seconds before she spots me.
“Uh, hey,” she says. “Emily said you have the car keys, and I just realized I left my phone on the seat, and—are you okay?”
Her face pinches with concern as she stares at me, and I realize I must look as freaked out as I feel.
“I’m fine,” I say, rolling my shoulders back and doing my best to smooth my face into nonchalance. “Here, let me get you the keys.”
I dig around in my jacket pocket and then pull out my key ring, which features an obnoxiously large, blinged-out charm with the words ‘kiss the cook’ spelt in pink rhinestone-encrusted letters.
As I hold the keys out to Kennedy, I brace for her to make fun of the charm Emily has frequently referred to as ‘truly hideous,’ but all she does is give it a quick glance before saying thanks.
She takes a couple steps forward and then looks over her shoulder with a confused expression. “Weren’t you headed this way too?”
“Huh?”
She gestures at the highway. “When I came out, you were walking in this direction.”
“Right.”
Kennedy is the last person in River’s Bend I want to be around right now, but I promised Emily I’d be polite, and blatantly switching paths just to avoid proximity to Kennedy doesn’t seem very polite.
“Yeah, I was, um, gonna walk off this headache.”
I step closer until we’re standing side by side to check for cars before crossing the highway. My station wagon is still in the gallery’s parking lot a few meters down the road, and since the other direction would lead me into the misty nothingness of the edge of town, I have no excuse not to keep walking alongside Kennedy until we reach the car.
“Is that the theatre?” she asks.
My gaze follows the direction her finger is pointing to the open air theatre down the road. The property is surrounded by a high fence made of plywood boards painted a deep green, but you can see the top row of the bleachers from here.
“Uh-huh,” I answer.
“Damn,” Kennedy mutters. “That would have been cool to see.”
I’m not sure if her comment was meant for me, but the genuine disappointment in her voice catches my interest and distracts me from my swirling thoughts better than any deep breathing or power walking has so far tonight.
“Are you a fan of the theatrical arts?” I ask, following her to the car instead of continuing on down the highway.
She glances back at me as she fiddles to fit the key in the lock. My hand-me-down station wagon is so old it’s a wonder it doesn’t have hand cranks to roll down the windows. It’s certainly too old to have a remote lock.
“Um…yeah,” she answers.
It’s not like we’ve had a casual conversation before, so I don’t judge her for sounding confused about me asking.
“The theatre is really cool in the summer,” I say, capitalizing on the chance to talk instead of focusing on my thoughts. “Travelling performance groups from all over BC come by. Every few years we even get some international acts, plus there’s always the annual Three Rivers staff play at the end of August. Most of our summer staff are college kids, and they always make up their own play to put on for the town. It’s hilarious.”
Kennedy chuckles as she gets the car door open and then digs around the back seat for her phone.
“I can only imagine,” she calls over her shoulder.
“So are you, like, a patron of the Toronto theatre scene? Is that a thing real estate agents do?”
She outright laughs at that.
“I mean, primarily I’m a patron of my landlord,” she says as she backs out of the car with her phone in hand. “Toronto rent is insane.”
She stares over at the green fence of the theatre again, and before I can think about what I’m going to say or why I’m even saying it, the words are out of my mouth.
“Do you want to go see it? We can walk over and look through the gate if you want.”
It’s not exactly a thrilling proposition, but that’s River’s Bend on a weeknight in off season for you.
I wait for Kennedy to say no, or to ask the question that’s now bouncing around my own head—namely, ‘Why the hell did I say that?’
Instead, she shrugs and says, “Okay.”
The crunch of our footsteps on the rocky strip of trodden-down earth that functions as the sidewalk in River’s Bend fills the silence as we head down to the theatre. It’s the last building on this end of town, before the fir trees swallow up the highway again. Mist is already curling across the road, and the evening has gotten dark enough that I have to squint to read the ‘Closed for the season. See you next year!’ sign fixed to the theatre’s gate.
The gate is just a couple panels of chain link lashed together with a rusty old metal chain and lock. Behind it, there’s a clear view of the theatre: a few sets of metal bleachers arranged in a semi-circle around a large raised stage. The truss system that holds the curtains and lighting rigs has been taken down for the winter, as well as the canvas roof that usually protects the stage. Instead, the whole surface of the stage is draped with blue tarps weighed down by cinderblocks.
“I promise it looks more impressive in the summer,” I say as we approach the gate.
Kennedy wraps one of her hands around the chain link and smirks. “Whatever you say.”
I scoff. “I mean sure, it’s not the Broadway of Toronto, but it’s—wait, does Toronto have a Broadway? Is that just New York? I thought it was just sort of a general theatre street name, but—”
I cut myself off with a squawk when Kennedy lifts both her hands to grip as high up the chain link as she can reach and then wedges the tip of one of her boots into the fence.
“What the hell are you doing?” I demand.
She turns to look at me with that smug smirk still on her face. “I’m checking it out.”
I stand there with my mouth hanging open and watch as she heaves herself up and then adjusts her hands for a second climb. She makes it all the way to the top of the gate—which, granted, isn’t much higher than our heads—and then swings one of her legs over so she’s straddling the top rail. She goes to do the same with her other leg, but her oversized shirt snags on the gate.
She wobbles. The whole fence wobbles, and I see her smirk drop as her eyes flash with fear.
“Kennedy!” I shriek. “Don’t fall!”
She gets her balance back a second later and bends to free the edge of her shirt before getting her leg over the rail.
“Seriously?” she says with a laugh. “That was how you were going to help me? By yelling ‘don’t fall’?”
I take a step back and raise my eyebrows. “Um, excuse me. I am not here to help you. You’re the one who decided to get yourself into this insane predicament. I am not becoming an accomplice.”
She laughs and then starts shimmying herself down the other side of the gate. When she’s still at least four feet off the ground, she releases her grip and leaps down onto the muddy patch of earth behind the gate. A few splatters of wet dirt stick to her boots.
It’s probably the first time those boots have gotten dirty.
“I’m going to go explore,” she says. “You can come if you want.”
There’s a dare in her tone, like she knows exactly what I’m thinking about her fancy boots and wants to know if I’m really going to let the city girl be braver than me, but she doesn’t realize fear of the law isn’t what’s keeping me from spider monkey-ing my way up that fence behind her.
Kennedy isn’t a tiny pixie or anything, but she’s definitely what most people would call slim—slim enough that she didn’t have to think twice about getting her own weight over that fence or how ridiculous she might look doing it.
I have to think twice all the time. I have to think twice about everything from airplane seats to exercise classes to bra designs. I have to think twice because most people don’t. Most people don’t even consider that people my size exist, never mind that they might need something different to be comfortable or just plain safe.
I’m not going to say all that to Kennedy, though, so instead, I shuffle up to the gate and whisper-yell, “Are you aware that you are breaking and entering?”
She glances around the empty theatre in an exaggerated ‘oh am I?’ gesture.
“Oh, come on,” she says as she takes a couple steps farther into the property. “Don’t tell me you grew up in a town this tiny and never committed any trespassing.”
I plant my hands on my hips and glare at her. “We do not need to resort to criminal offences to keep ourselves entertained out here.”
I don’t mention that pretty much every party when I was in high school took place at an abandoned house in the forest that was plastered with ‘No Trespassing’ signs.
Kennedy shrugs. “Well, I’m gonna go entertain myself.”
She saunters over to the bleachers, and I watch her climb all the way to the top row before she prances along the length of the bench like a little kid running away from her parents.
Her scamper is pretty cute, in an annoying way, and since she’s got her back to me, I keep staring as she bounds all the way around the edge of the bleachers. I’m right up against the gate, and I curl my fingers around the cold metal before glancing up.
It’s not that high. It only took Kennedy two climbs to get over the gate, and I’m only a couple inches shorter than her. I check that she’s still facing away from me and then grip high above my head like she did. I wiggle the tip of my shoe into one of the gaps in the chain link and then give the gate a little shake to test my weight as I push up off my other foot.
The gate wobbles more than it did when Kennedy was on it. I touch back down on the ground and shake it again, harder this time.
No way I’m climbing up there if the whole thing is about to fall off its hinges.
A clinking sound draws my attention to the lock. I squint at it for a second, and then a triumphant whoop bursts out of my mouth when I see it hasn’t actually been clasped shut. Whoever closed this place up must have failed to click the lock all the way into place.
Before I can tally up just how many offences Kennedy and I are now committing, I pop the lock off the chain and unwrap the rusty metal links before strolling into the theatre like the coy genius I am.
Kennedy is standing in the center of the bleachers, slow-clapping for me.
“Well, well, well,” she says as I come to a stop in front of the first row. “I didn’t know you were a locksmith.”
I shrug. “I have my ways.”
“So this is where the thespians of River’s Bend take the stage, huh?” she asks, sweeping her arm out to indicate the stage behind me. “You’re right. It’s pretty cool, even when it’s all packed up. I always wanted to perform at an outdoor theatre like this.”
A surge of genuine interest prompts me to walk up and claim the row just below hers.
“You perform?” I ask.
She shoves her hands into the pockets of her jeans. “Oh, uh, not anymore.”
She kicks at a few yellow leaves that have drifted down to the bleachers, her lips pressed together in a tight line, and for a moment, she almost seems to deflate, like she’s been pumped up with air since I met her and now her fuel is leaking out.
Almost as soon as I notice, the effect disappears, and she’s back to smirking at me with that ‘I bet I can beat you’ gleam in her eyes.
My face heats up, and my heartbeat thumps louder in my ears.
“So I guess you’re officially an accomplice now,” she says.
“I think I prefer the term co-conspirator. It’s more egalitarian.”
She chuckles and then bounds down the aisle to the bottom of the bleachers.
“Well, co-conspirator, our efforts wouldn’t really be worth it if we didn’t at least get up on stage.”
She jogs up the short set of steps built into one side of the stage and then crosses over to the center, the tarps crinkling under her feet.
I take a seat on the bench and watch her close her eyes for a few seconds, her shoulders rising and falling with the rhythm of her deep breaths. The forest around us seems to get quieter, the spiky fir branches going still as the wind dies down like it’s waiting for Kennedy to speak.
There’s something about her standing up there that makes me feel like I should pay attention, like I’ve got no choice but to stop and stare. It’s the same feeling as watching a storm come in off the sea or witnessing a spark burst into a flame to light up a pitch-black night.
She buzzes with the same kind of energy, and as a few more seconds pass by in silence, I realize what that energy is: power.
She looks powerful up there, like she really could create a whole universe out of nothing but her breath and body and the possibilities of empty space.
My muscles are tense, my shoulders strained with anticipation as I watch her, braced for the show to begin.
It doesn’t, though.
When she finally opens her eyes, her gaze sweeps over the empty bleachers, and a soft smile tinged with something bitter lifts the corners of her mouth before they drop again.
Her eyes land on me, and it’s too late to hide how eager I look, how hungry I feel as I sit here hunched in my seat.
She blinks and looks down at her feet.
“I just…I just wanted to feel it again.”
The acoustics of the theatre carry her quiet words to my ears, and my face burns hotter than ever when I realize just how intimate it is to witness someone doing the thing they were so clearly born to do.
I want to say something. I want to break the spell of this moment and go back to pissing each other off, because there’s no reason Kennedy and I should be under any kind of spell at all.
I don’t like her. I definitely don’t feel any kind of intimacy with her.
She turns to head for the staircase, and I shake myself to clear the fog out of my brain before I cup both hands around my mouth and shout, “Boo!”
Kennedy freezes and narrows her eyes at me.
That’s good. Her being annoyed is good. If she thinks I’m annoying, I can keep thinking she’s annoying and forget about whatever the hell just happened between us.
“Boo!” I shout again. “Boo to you! You can’t say you used to perform, get up on a stage, and then not perform anything.”
She plants her hands on her hips. “I am not your monkey! I shall not dance for you.”
I mime throwing imaginary popcorn at her. “Come on! What was your favourite role? You must remember at least a couple lines.”
She opens her mouth and then closes it again, shaking her head.
“What was it?” I demand. “You have to tell me!”
She crosses her arms and taps her foot against the tarp for a second before blowing a lock of hair out of her eyes.
“Fine. If you must know, my favourite role, which was also my award-winning role, thank you very much, was Cruella de Vil.”
I can’t help letting out a sputtering laugh while she attempts to singe me to death with her fiery glare.
“Your award-winning role was a puppy killer?”
She rolls her eyes like this is exactly the kind of response she was expecting. “Cruella de Vil is a lot more complex than people give her credit for.”
I lift my chin in challenge. “Okay, so show me. Give me your most iconic Cruella line.”
For a second, I think she’s going to back down. She hovers in place like she’s considering the consequences of wussing out, and then she straightens her shoulders and marches back to center stage.
This time, she turns her back to me while she takes a few deep breaths. She stays like that for so long I start pondering my options for sarcastic one-liners to break the silence, but then she whirls back around, and it’s like a completely different person is standing on the stage.
Her whole body language has shifted, one of her arms stretched out in front of her, her finger pointed in diabolical authority as her shoulders quake with rage. Her face somehow looks gaunter, her eyes wide and her cheeks hollow as she opens her mouth and lets out a shriek in a register I didn’t know the human voice was capable of.
“GET ME THOSE PUPPIEEEEEES!”
Her trembling finger stays thrust out in front of her as her banshee scream echoes through the empty theatre.
I’m so shocked I forget how to breathe for a few seconds, and then I’m laughing so hard I start wheezing and have to clutch my protesting stomach.
“Oh. My. God,” I gasp when I can sort of speak again. “That was—”
Kennedy doesn’t pay me any attention. She’s still in character, now loping around the stage with the gait of someone wearing spiky high heels and a fur coat that’s way too big for her even though she’s in boots.
“Vile little creatures, aren’t they?” she mutters, bending forward and squinting at what I can only assume are the imaginary Dalmatian puppies cowering on the tarps.
She straightens up and whips her head around like she’s just heard someone approach.
“Anitaaaa!” she screeches while adjusting her invisible fur coat. “Anita, daaaarling, where have you gone?”
She stalks over to the other side of the stage and pretends to light up a cigarette. I can’t keep my eyes off her as she continues acting out an entire scene all on her own. I can’t tell if this is really from the play or if she’s improvising. Every line is delivered flawlessly, her focus never failing even when I can’t help screaming with laughter at some of her antics.
By the time she struts off the stage while waving her imaginary cigarette and cackling like a maniac, I’ve totally forgotten I’m not watching an actual play. I jump to my feet and burst into applause. Kennedy blinks at me in surprise before she stops to bow at the bottom of the bleachers.
“Bravo!” I call. “That was actually very good.”
She raises an eyebrow. “Actually very good? You mean you weren’t expecting it to be very good?”
I shrug. “I decided to withhold expectations either way.”
She shakes her head and then hikes her thumb over her shoulder to point back at the stage. “All right. It’s your turn up there.”
I stay where I am. “Nope. No thank you.”
I’m not about to go up there and embarrass myself in front of a clearly professionally trained actress.
“Some co-conspirator you are,” Kennedy says. “If I had to perform, so do you.”
I shake my head. “I agreed to no such terms. I didn’t even approve of coming in here at all.”
“Come on!” She bounds up the aisle and comes to stand at the edge of my row. “You should try it. It’s fun. Have you ever even been up there before?”
Now it’s me rolling my eyes. “Of course I have. I’ve lived here all my life. I…”
My voice putters to a stop as I flip through my memories for any events that would have put me on that stage.
I come up blank.
I think harder. There has to be something. Clover joined a children’s summer drama group one year that put on a production of Humpty Dumpty I remember going to see with my family. Emily got to play an angel in the nativity scene the one and only year the town decided making everyone come out to see a play on a cold and damp Vancouver Island Christmas Eve was a good idea.
Of course they picked my ethereal blonde sister to be the angel.
I have to have been up on that stage at least once in my life too. I can remember freezing or burning my ass on these hard metal benches more times than I can count, but every memory I’ve got of this theatre is of me looking at the stage, not of me looking out at a cheering crowd.
“Trish?”
I blink and bring Kennedy back into focus. From the way she’s watching me with concern in her eyes, this isn’t the first time she’s said my name, but it’s the first time I hear it.
It’s the first time I’ve heard her say my name ever, and for a second, I wish she’d say it again just so I can watch her lips form the shape of the sound.
“I, uh…”
I don’t know what I’m supposed to be saying. I don’t know why I’m still looking at her lips.
“You were saying something?” she prompts, her forehead creased. “About being on the stage?”
“Oh.” I swallow after realizing my throat has gone dry. “Yeah. I mean, um, yes, I’ve been on the stage before.”
She steps to the side of the aisle and then sweeps her arm out to urge me past her. “Okay, then. So it should be easy for you to do it again.”
My butt has started to go numb from sitting on the bench for so long, but I stay parked for a little longer as I contemplate my options.
If I rise to the challenge, I risk making an idiot of myself.
If I concede, I risk giving Kennedy a point in this unspoken competition that seems to have formed between us.
She’s already getting a point for best performance no matter what I do on that stage, so at least if I go up there, I won’t be walking out of here in complete defeat.
“Very well,” I say, heaving an exaggerated sigh as I get to my feet. “You shall be honored with the sight of Trish Rivers on this hallowed stage tonight.”
I make my way to the stage at the dignified pace of a solemn funeral march, partly to amp up the drama and partly to buy myself some time to decide what the hell it is I’m going to do on the stage.
Maybe I could use my phone light to make shadow puppets. It’s dark enough for that now.
The tarps crinkle in time with my footsteps once I’ve made it up the staircase and move to the middle of the stage. The bleachers look much bigger from here, looming like a mountain range high above me. Even though the benches are empty, I still feel exposed, observed, like a giant magnifying glass has descended from the sky to hang in front of me and give everyone a look at everything I want to hide.
My heart clangs against my ribcage, beating way too fast. Blood rushes in my ears.
My vision goes hazy, and I blink, trying to clear it, trying to clear my mind, trying to remember what I’m doing here at all.
The roaring in my ears gets louder, and suddenly, all I can think about is the email I haven’t answered and what it would mean for me to say yes. I imagine this whole theatre filled with faceless strangers in business suits waiting for me to tell them why I’m good enough, waiting for me to prove they haven’t made a mistake.
My knees tremble like they used to every time I walked into class during my failed attempt at culinary school, and my throat feels like it’s swelling shut.
Then I see her.
Squished in among all the grey-hued strangers in my imagination, she pushes her way into the aisle and waves her arms above her head to flag me down. There’s a huge, achingly familiar grin on her face, and as soon as she knows I’ve seen her, she flashes me a double thumbs-up.
Mom.
It’s the same thumbs-up she’d always give me from the edge of the highway as the school bus drove me away from Three Rivers. Even when it felt like no one else in the world was cheering me on, Mom always stood in my corner.
My eyes burn as the vision clears away, leaving only a freaked out Kennedy watching me in the stands. She’s on her feet and headed for the stage, alarm written all over her face. I swipe at my eyes and run for the staircase before she can see me crying, but the tarps are too slippery under my shoes. I trip, landing hard on my hands and knees.
I hear Kennedy swear.
“Trish!” she calls. “Trish, what’s wrong?”
I scramble to my feet and keep moving, but it’s too late. She’s at the bottom of the staircase now, and there’s nowhere else for me to go.
“I’m fine,” I bite out, my voice thick. My jaw is clenched so hard I can barely loosen it enough to speak.
I keep moving down the stairs even though she’s blocking my path. She steps out of my way but follows at my heels as I trudge back to the gate.
“I’m sorry,” she says, her tone confused, like she doesn’t know what she’s apologizing for.
I don’t either. I don’t know what the hell happened up there, but I do know I don’t want to talk about it.
“I shouldn’t have made you go up there. I—”
“You didn’t make me,” I interrupt. “Let’s just forget it.”
We’ve passed back through the gate now, and I bend to pick the lock and chain up off the ground where I left them. Kennedy hovers beside me, the silence between us so heavy it’s like a physical weight on my shoulders as I fit the lock into place and snap it shut.



 

Chapter 6 

Kennedy

Iofficially have no idea what the fuck is going on.
Trish marches up the side of the highway a couple steps ahead of me, her shoulders set in a tight line and her hands balled into fists. There are a grand total of two streetlamps in River’s Bend, and we’re still far enough away from them that I’d have trouble making out the details of Trish’s expression even if she would look at me.
Which she won’t.
She hasn’t looked me in the eye since she stood on the stage at the theatre, and now she won’t let me see her face at all. I tried keeping pace beside her, but she kept stepping ahead of me, her footsteps getting heavier with frustration each time I caught up, so I gave in and stayed behind her.
She also won’t let me apologize. I’ve tried three times since we left the theatre, but she told me to forget it the first two times and stayed silent after the third, so I’ve given up on that too.
A mixture of guilt and frustration wreaks havoc on my stomach and makes my head feel like it’s about to blow steam.
I’m not even sure why I want to say sorry. She agreed to go up there. She decided to follow me into the theatre in the first place.
Sure, I basically dared her to do it and then goaded her onto the stage, but not any more than she goaded me.
There was goading all around—consensual goading, or at least so I thought, until she looked out at the bleachers like she’d seen a fucking ghost and went so pale I sprinted over to catch her, certain she was about to pass out.
I can’t just let this go, not after Kim specifically asked me to make more of an effort with Trish. I thought I was making an effort. I thought we were having a good time—a surprisingly good time for two people who seemed to lack the ability to have anything more than a lukewarm time together before today.
Hell, I acted in front of her. I haven’t acted on a real stage like that since I was a teenager—not since my parents sat me down and told me acting was a waste of time if I couldn’t be one of the best.
Doing my real estate videos on social media are one thing, but tonight, I slipped straight into character and lost myself in a scene without a second thought. My whole body tingled up there, my heart soaring at the sound of Trish’s applause.
Now she’s going to march right into that bar and tell Kim and Emily I peer-pressured her into a crime and then terrorized her into a nervous breakdown.
That’s why I need to fix this.
Not because the sight of Trish Rivers with tears in her eyes made me feel like I’d run around acting out scenes from 101 Dalmatians all fucking night if that had even the tiniest chance of making her smile again.
“Trish.”
One of her hands flexes, but she doesn’t glance behind her or stop moving.
“Trish.”
I plant my feet in a wide stance, digging my heels into the dirt and resolving not to move until she at least acknowledges my existence.
When she realizes I’m not following her anymore, she stops. Her back stays turned to me until I speak again.
“I didn’t actually think your muffin was dry.”
Her profile appears as she looks back at me, and then the rest of her body pivots to face me. For a second, we just blink at each other, and then a huff of a suppressed laugh leaves my mouth at the same time Trish’s shoulders shake with the effort to hold back her own laughter.
“You realize that sounds like a very bad euphemism, right?” she asks.
I’m grinning in spite of myself as I answer, “Yeah, now that you mention it…”
We give in and burst into unrestrained laughter, but now that we’ve cut the frosty tension between us, my skin pricks with the heat of a different kind of tension, one that’s hot and unruly and ready to spark and crackle in my body until I do whatever it demands.
Usually, I don’t think twice about following through when that familiar flare of heat strikes at the sound of a woman’s laugh, but usually, that woman is not my best friend’s girlfriend’s resolutely straight sister.
Maybe I’m already going stir crazy. After just a couple days away from the crowds of eligible bachelorettes in Toronto, I’m already checking out the only single woman around.
That has to be what’s happening here. This can’t really be about Trish.
“But actually,” I say once we’ve stopped laughing, “I am, um, just not the biggest fan of blueberry-lemon, but the muffin itself was great—better than great! The texture was p-perfect, and…”
I stutter into silence as we both begin chuckling again. I should be steering us back into a conversation that makes sense, not dragging us further into this unhinged situation where I place way too much emphasis on the word texture and Trish looks down at the road like she can’t meet my eyes anymore.
I’ve got to get my shit together. I told Kim I’d make The Trish Situation better, not worse.
“I think you might be the best cook I’ve ever met,” I blurt.
All the amusement fades from Trish’s expression, replaced by a wide-eyed surprise that hardens into something like suspicion.
“You don’t have to say that, you know.”
Her tone is indifferent, but the nonchalance sounds forced, like she’s playing a role without quite believing her own performance.
“Well, I mean it,” I tell her. “You’re insanely talented.”
She looks down at the tips of her shoes and kicks at a few pebbles.
“Thanks,” she says, her voice dropping low enough that I take a step closer to hear her. “That’s, um, nice to hear.”
Maybe I’m pushing this way too far, but the way her shoulders are drooping has me feeling the exact same way I did while I watched her fall apart on the stage: like I’d hop around in a damn jester costume while strumming a lute if that would give me even a shot at cheering her up.
Since I don’t have any medieval entertainer garb on hand, I go for sincerity instead.
“If this whole town isn’t singing your baking’s praises every day, there’s something wrong with them.”
She shakes her head. “No, no, it’s not that. It’s…”
She clamps her mouth shut, but I can see her jaw working as she keeps kicking the pebbles around in the dirt.
“It’s just nice to hear it from someone who hasn’t known me my whole life, you know?” she adds after a couple seconds. “Someone from somewhere…bigger than here.”
She lets out a heavy exhale and finally looks up at me. She only holds my gaze for a second before she shrugs, forcing that same ambivalence from before back into her tone.
“Anyway, it sounds stupid, but yeah, thanks.”
She starts to turn to face the town again, but my words freeze her in place.
“It’s not stupid.”
I sound way too intense. She was ready to let this moment go, and I should be too, but something about the shadows coating the highway and the depth of the quiet that blankets the night makes me feel like there’s no option but to speak the truth, like the shifting trees around us are calling it out of me.
The nights are never this quiet in Toronto: so quiet you can almost hear the fog rolling in like a wave, so quiet you can hear every thought you’d rather pretend wasn’t in your head.
“Look,” I begin, “I know what it’s like to feel like no matter how many people tell you you’re doing a great job, it will never be enough to make it true.”
I almost try to snatch the words out of the air, like they’re spelt with cartoon clouds I can shove back into my mouth.
I’m known for being ambitious. I’m known for being driven, tenacious, and daring. Those are supposed to be good things. Those are supposed to be things that come from a place of pride and confidence, a place of believing you’re the best so fucking hard that everyone else around you believes it too.
Ambition isn’t supposed to feel like it’s born of emptiness, like it’s fueled by a hunger there might not be enough praise in the whole damn world to fill.
“You do?”
Trish’s voice startles me, and I realize how far I’ve drifted into my thoughts. I blink to bring her back into focus in the dark, and as we stare at each other, I realize maybe Kim and Emily were even more right than they thought.
Maybe there is something about me and Trish that’s the same, and maybe that thing runs deeper than any of us realized.
“Yeah,” I answer. “I do.”
Trish nods once, and it’s like we’ve settled on the terms of an agreement without needing to say the words: we’re going to walk back to the bar now, and we’re not going to say anything else about this.
“I’m surprised Kim and Emily haven’t sent out a search party,” I say once we’ve reached the bottom of the steps up to the bar’s door, the neon sign in the window spilling red and blue light onto the gravel of the parking lot.
There are still only a couple cars in the bar’s lot, and as far as I can tell, Trish and I are the only people out wandering the town.
Trish scoffs and raises her eyebrows at me. “Come on. You saw the way their faces turned into the heart-eye emoji when they talked about how they met here. They’re probably so busy staring at each other they haven’t even noticed we’re gone.”
I have to laugh at that one. Kim has been the human embodiment of the heart-eye emoji ever since she first told me about Emily on a video call a couple days into her stay at Three Rivers.
“As disgustingly cute as they are, it’s nice to see Kim so happy,” I say. “She went through a lot before she met Emily, and she just seems like she’s…exactly where she’s meant to be.”
I glance at the window. A bit of condensation is clinging to the glass and making it hard to see much besides the glow of the warm lighting inside, but I can imagine Kim and Emily leaning over their table towards each other, caught up in their own little world.
“Must be a nice feeling.”
Once again, I wish I could shove my words back into my mouth. I sound way too bitter for someone who was just saying how glad she is that her friend is happy.
I expect Trish to do a double-take or call me out on being a killjoy, but she just leans against the railing of the steps and tilts her head.
“You don’t feel that way in Toronto?”
I wasn’t planning on getting into this, not when I can barely sort it out for myself, and especially not when it’s Trish asking, but I don’t want her thinking I resent Kim moving away to be with Emily. I wrack my brain for the simplest answer I can give.
“I mean, I’ve lived there all my life,” I explain. “It’s my home. It’s just…maybe it’s because I’ve lived there all my life I have this itch to see if there’s more out there for me. Something different. I don’t know. I could also just be in a weird phase of life. The quarter life crisis and all that.”
I shrug and try to play things off as no big deal, but I can’t help thinking back to how good it felt to be on that stage, how right, even if it was just a tiny theatre covered in tarps with only one person sitting in the stands to watch me. I thought that kind of magic was gone from my life. I thought I’d snuffed it out and buried it years ago.
Trish nods and considers me for a moment before her gaze sweeps past me to take in the sleepy town around us.
“More isn’t always what it’s cracked up to be, you know.”
It’s almost like she’s looking through the town now, at something beyond it, something darker than any of the shadows creeping across the highway.
She shakes her head before focusing back on me with a wry smile.
“Wow, I sound like a dark sorcerer in the woods or something. I just mean that a lot of people can’t say they feel at home where they live, so if you can, I guess it’s not something to take lightly is all. At least, that’s what I’ve learned.”
It hits me, then: how little I know about her. I don’t know if she went away to school like Clover and Emily. I don’t know how long she’s been running the Riverview Cafe and Kitchen. I don’t even know what she likes to do besides bake.
I open my mouth to ask what she means, but then the bar’s door swings open and rock music spills into the parking lot as Kim and Emily step out onto the stairs.
Kim blinks at me as her eyes adjust to the night before asking where the hell we’ve been.
“We were starting to think you took off with the car,” Emily adds as she pulls the door shut behind her.
“We were just…”
I glance at Trish, searching for a sign of how exactly she wants me to summarize the past half hour.
“…Talking,” she finishes for me.
We do not sound like two people who were ‘just talking,’ and once again, my skin pricks with the kind of heat I definitely shouldn’t be feeling.
“Oh.” Emily swivels her head to look between the two of us before her bewildered expression shifts into a grin. “Okay. Cool!”
Kim is wearing a similar look of confusion mixed with relief, but I notice her narrow her eyes at me with suspicion for a moment before her expression smoothes out.
“Shall we head out, then?” she asks. “We already paid.”
The four of us head back across the highway to Trish’s car. Emily bumps her sister’s shoulder with her own and giggles while glancing back at the bar.
“Oh also, Scooter says bye, Trish.”
My shoulders tense at the mention of Random Dude, which is apparently what my brain has settled on calling the bartender.
I watch for Trish’s reaction out of the corner of my eye. She knocks Emily’s shoulder back and makes a sound somewhere between a sigh and a growl.
“Don’t make me flick you.”
Emily doesn’t heed the warning.
“You could go back and say goodnight yourself if you want,” she croons. “We’ll give you two some privacy.”
Trish rolls her eyes. “The only thing Scooter wants to do in private with me is concede to my victory as the owner of the superior restaurant in River’s Bend.”
The fact that she doesn’t say that’s all she wants to do in private with him shouldn’t make my stomach clench. I shouldn’t be anything but mildly interested in this conversation.
My body just isn’t doing very well with ‘shouldn’t’ tonight.
“Riiiight,” Emily drawls. “Is that what the kids are calling it these days?”
She takes off running ahead of us like she knows she’s invoked Trish’s wrath. Trish takes a second to roll up the sleeves of her jacket before sprinting after her sister.
“All right! That’s it!” she calls. “As soon as I catch you, I’m flicking you in the head!”
The two of them run around the road like idiots while Kim chuckles beside me. I watch Trish’s teeth glint in the dark as she shrieks with laughter, and I can’t help thinking a few more things I really, really shouldn’t.



 

Chapter 7 

Trish

My room is pitch black when I wake up. I flail around for my alarm clock on my bedside table and hit the button to make the screen light up. I groan when I see I’ve already hit the snooze button twice.
I push myself up to a seat and swing my legs over the edge of the bed, groaning some more for good measure. My slippers are right where I always leave them, perfectly positioned for my feet to slip straight into. My first step carries me over to the chair where my robe is always waiting for me, offering a fluffy cocoon of protection from the cold, cruel world.
Getting up at five thirty in the morning is a lot easier when you have soft, warm things to wrap your body in.
The stairs creak as I pad down to the first floor, and Newt comes trotting out of my dad’s room to follow me, hoping for some breakfast scraps. I’m already crashing around the kitchen, trying to make coffee in my still bleary-eyed state when I remember Kennedy is sleeping down here in the first floor bedroom.
“Shit,” I whisper, freezing in the middle of hunting for a new box of filters and glancing out at the hallway.
Newt cocks his head where he’s sitting in the middle of the floor, making googly eyes at me.
I try to keep the rest of my coffee making process as quiet as possible, but I still end up dropping a spoon on the floor and doing something with the coffee machine buttons that produces a beeping noise so loud it could double as an air raid siren.
“Fuck, fuck, fuck,” I chant as I jab at all the buttons and end up yanking the cord out of the socket when none of them stop the sound.
I freeze again, straining my ears for any sounds of movement in the house before wincing as I plug the cord back in. The coffee machine lights up but stays silent. I breathe a sigh of relief.
I try to ignore the fact that I’ve been using the same coffee maker since I was a teenager, which leaves me with no excuse for sending it into self-destruct mode except for being extremely distracted.
There’s only one thing about this morning that’s different from any other morning in the house, only one thing that could throw off the routine I can and often nearly do perform in my sleep—and she happens to be sleeping just a few meters away from where I’m standing.
It’s been three days since Kennedy and I broke into the theatre, and I haven’t been able to stop replaying the entire night in my head ever since.
Most of me wishes I could take it all back. She’s still an annoying city girl from Toronto, after all. She’s still a social media star who sells million dollar condos and bounces around with her too-shiny hair and too-perfect smile. She still makes me feel like I’m back in a high school hallway, trying to figure out how a girl like me could be anything but invisible—or worse, way too visible—to a girl like her.
Still, there’s a part of me that wishes I could relive that night in town with her a dozen more times, or at least have another night like it. For all its weird moments and awkward silences, there were parts of that night that made me feel like myself again.
Joking around with Kennedy, laughing at her Cruella de Vil impression, sharing the thrill of sneaking in somewhere we weren’t allowed—it all reminded me of what life was like before I started worrying about what other people thought, before I realized life outside River’s Bend wasn’t easy and that maybe even life in River’s Bend wasn’t as simple as I thought.
I figured the Trish Rivers who existed before dropping out of culinary school was gone—locked up and packed away just like everything that happened during my one semester trying to hack it in the big city. I don’t know how she did it, but for one night, Kennedy made me feel like the old version of me wasn’t buried too deep to dig back up.
The creak of the floorboards makes me jump and spin around fast enough to have Newt leaping to his feet. My eyes flare wide when I spot Kennedy holding her hands up in surrender where she stands in the entry to the kitchen. She’s wearing purple pajama pants and an old high school drama club t-shirt, her hair all rumpled and her glasses sitting a little crooked on her nose.
“I come in peace,” she jokes.
I place a hand over my hammering heart and lean against the counter behind me. “Jesus, you scared me.”
She drops her arms to her sides and raises an eyebrow. “Guess we’re even. Were you defusing a bomb in here or something?”
I guess I didn’t unplug the coffee maker as quickly as I thought.
“Sorry,” I say, wincing. “The coffee machine fought back today.”
She grins. “It’s fine. I couldn’t sleep very well anyway.”
I’ve only got the stove light on, and in the dim glow from the single bulb, she looks softer than she does during the day, smaller even. The way her glasses are sitting all wonky on her nose makes me want to wrap a fluffy blanket around her shoulders and then straighten the rose gold frames into place before smoothing her hair out of her face.
Another jolt of adrenaline spikes in my veins, and I spin back around to face the coffee machine as heat floods my cheeks.
That was a really weird thing to think about my sister’s girlfriend’s best friend.
“Do you want some coffee?” I ask as boiling water starts to pour through the filter and into the pot, the tinkling sound filling the kitchen.
I hear her yawn and take a couple steps into the kitchen behind me. A shiver runs up my spine.
“Yeah, that’d be great, thanks. I don’t know if I can get back to sleep, and apparently Kim and Emily have some kind of morning hike planned for us today.”
I shake my head in wonder as I pull two mugs down out of the cupboard.
“Wow, does she ever have it bad for Kim. I swear usually not even a natural disaster could make my sister forget about her work, but here she is out planning mid-week hikes and shit just for fun.”
Kennedy laughs. “I mean, she did invite all the campground guests too. I think there’s supposed to be eight people joining.”
“Ah,” I say as I pull out the milk and sugar, “that sounds more like her.”
A couple minutes later, I’ve poured us both mugs of coffee and let Kennedy fix hers up while I stir generous helpings of milk and sugar around in mine.
“Oh, look,” I say, pointing through the kitchen window, where the first hint of silvery, pre-dawn light has started to filter through the firs. “The sun is coming out.”
Kennedy claps a hand over her mouth to keep from laughing too loud, and I give her a confused look.
“It’s just that you guys are kind of delusional out here,” she explains. “The sun is definitely not coming out. I have seen the sun maybe twice since landing on this island. You live in an eternal shroud of clouds and mist.”
I open my mouth to argue and then shut it when I realize that’s kind of true.
Instead, I plant my free hand on my hip and lift my chin. “Well, I am going to go enjoy this lovely sunny morning by drinking my coffee out on the porch.”
I avoid meeting her gaze as I brush past her. I can’t stop thinking about how cute her pajamas and crooked glasses are—and how not cute my own look is. My slippers are huge, bulky, fleece-lined monstrosities that keep my feet toasty at the cost of looking like woolly beasts that are trying to eat my legs. My white robe has definitely seen whiter days and is patterned with big red hearts like something a middle-aged mom would wear in a Sunday paper cartoon.
I don’t even want to know what my hair is doing.
As I head for the front door, I tell myself I’d be embarrassed to wear this in front of anybody I’m not related to. The feeling has nothing to do with Kennedy.
My brain pipes up to tell me I have literally accepted deliveries of campground supplies by walking around the property in this exact outfit and that I didn’t think twice about greeting Kim in this robe on her first morning at Three Rivers, but I tell my brain to shut up.
I don’t want to wonder why I care about Kennedy seeing me in my pajamas. There’s no answer to that question that makes sense.
Newt realizes he’s not getting any more food this morning and bounds back up the stairs to my dad’s room instead of following me onto the porch, but a couple minutes after I’ve shut the door, it opens to reveal Kennedy wearing tennis shoes and a slouchy sweatshirt pulled over her pajamas.
“I came to witness this glorious sunrise.”
Our coffee mugs send twin swirls of steam up into the air when she comes to stand along the porch rail beside me. The morning air is cold enough that our breath makes clouds in front of our faces. The forest is just waking up, some twitters and peeps blending with the sound of little scampering feet to form a song I know by heart.
Soon, my deadly enemies—AKA the flock of crows that like to show up here way too early and disturb the peace—will add their incessant cawing to the mix, but for now, the sounds of nature are soothing enough for me to close my eyes and enjoy them while I take a big sip of coffee with both my hands wrapped around the warm, ceramic mug.
“Okay, fine,” Kennedy says after taking a couple sips of her own. “It is pretty nice out here.”
I should probably be mature enough to resist the temptation to hit her with an ‘I told you so,’ but no one has ever called me the most mature Rivers sister.
“Well, well, well, look who’s enjoying the sun,” I drawl. “So much for an eternal shroud.”
“Hey!” She points out into the forest. “There is still plenty of mist out there.”
I shrug and sip my coffee again. We give each other a rest and stand in silence until I’m halfway through my mug.
“How long have you been running Riverview?” she asks.
The question takes me by surprise, and I pause for a moment before I answer.
“Well, I’ve been working there since I was a teenager,” I say, “but it used to be more of, like, a hot dog stand that also had coffee before I took over. Back before I ran it, it was just kind of a way to draw some extra campground guests in as they came up the highway. Most of our guests are tourists on their way to Tofino, so back in the days before internet marketing, we did a lot of weird stuff to try to get them to pull over. Once, a bunch of the staff dressed up in Power Rangers costumes and did a dance along the side of the road. I don’t even know why we had those costumes lying around. It was so funny.”
I chuckle at the memory before I realize I’ve gone off on a tangent.
“But to actually answer your question,” I say, “I took over running it when I was twenty.”
Kennedy’s eyes widen. “Wow. Only twenty? That’s impressive.”
I shrug and stare down at the grain of the wood railing, trying to hide how hard I have to fight back a grin at just a bit of praise from her.
“It’s pretty small,” I say. “Back then, it was pretty much just me in there anyways. I’ve added staff over the years.”
“So did you live anywhere else after high school, or did you keep working at Riverview until you took it over?”
The question makes me feel like a balloon has popped in my chest.
I’d be stupid to think my career could actually be impressive to someone as successful as her.
“I, uh, did a term at culinary school over in Vancouver,” I admit, “as in, Vancouver the city, not the island, but it…wasn’t really my thing, so I came back here. That’s when I took over Riverview.”
I don’t think about those four months of my life very often. In fact, I avoid thinking about them so much that whenever I do mention my stint in the big city, the memories come barreling out of the little box I’ve shoved them into with the force of a tidal wave, ready to suck me under and push all the air out of my lungs.
“I get that.”
Kennedy’s voice pulls my head up above the surface.
“I got into law school after my undergrad,” she says, her mug resting on the railing with one of her fingers hooked around the handle, “but I didn’t even try going. I realized it wasn’t for me, just like you said. Actually, to be honest, I think maybe I’ve figured that out in retrospect. At the time, it just scared the shit out of me.”
I picture her scaling the fence at the theatre without a second thought, or staggering across the stage in full Cruella de Vil mode. I can’t imagine her being scared of something as mundane as law school, which makes me realize how little I know her at all.
I don’t know what she’s scared of. I only know all the things I imagine she’s not scared of, and as I watch her take a sip of her coffee out of the corner of my eye, I realize maybe I’ve made that list a little too long.
Maybe I’ve built her up in my head in a way that has nothing to do with her and everything to do with me.
“So you didn’t always want to go into real estate?”
I realize what a stupid question that is as soon as it leaves my mouth. She literally just said she got into law school, but she doesn’t make fun of me or act annoyed. She just shakes her head and tells me more of her story.
“My family is big into…achievements.” She screws up her face, like the word tastes bitter on her tongue. “They’ve kind of got the whole ‘if you’re not the best at something, why bother doing it?’ attitude. Since I’ve always liked arguing, and since acting as a career wasn’t…realistic, law school seemed like a fitting and impressive choice.”
She pauses, grinding her teeth and looking so tense I’m about to tell her we don’t have to talk about this.
“Then I changed my mind,” she says before I have a chance to speak. “I didn’t even consider real estate until I was wrapping up my undergrad and saw a subway ad for the program at Humber College. I don’t even remember what the ad looked like. I just remember thinking, ‘Huh. Real estate.’ Then, for some reason, I stayed up all night Googling shit like ‘how to be a real estate agent,’ and boom, the dream was born.”
“Wow,” I say with a chuckle, “the wonders of advertising.”
She nods. “Yeah, it was pretty damn effective, and becoming an agent made a lot of sense once I learned a bit about it. I needed somewhere to channel all that drama kid energy. I like the speed of it all, and how you have to be able to spot things other people miss. I think having three older brothers made me good at that kind of stuff. Plus, it made me loud as hell and totally unapologetic. Not the most desirable personality traits, but they’re great for real estate.”
She lets out a self-deprecating laugh, and I feel a tug deep in my chest.
“Hey, I’m definitely the loud sister too,” I tell her. “You’ve met Clover and Emily. Can you imagine what it takes to fight for attention as the middle child sandwiched between those two?”
I expect her to laugh or nod in agreement, but instead, she turns to lean against the railing and face me. Two faint lines appear between her eyebrows as she stares at me like I’m a painting hanging just a little crooked on the wall, like she wants to reach out and fuss with me until everyone else stops to stare at me too.
I can feel heat starting to creep up my neck and into my cheeks.
I’m the one to look away first.
“You do know you’re gorgeous, right?”
My gaze snaps straight back to her as my mouth drops open before I can stop it.
Whatever I was expecting her to say, it wasn’t that.
I wasn’t even talking about how Clover and Emily look. I just meant that they stand out in all the ways people love to pile praise on: Emily with her effortless aura of regal authority that’s always made her something between the campground’s princess and its drill sergeant, and Clover with her giant brain and ‘I can save the world’ optimism combined with her adorable ability to make every animal on the planet love her.
The firstborn and the baby.
The golden girl and the genius.
That alone would give any middle child no choice but to be the clown in comparison. I was basically chosen to play the role of the ‘jolly, plump baker’ before I was even old enough to realize I love to bake.
“I…” I stammer, since Kennedy is still watching me and the silence has gone on for so long my skin is crawling. “I…”
She wraps a hand around her mug and taps her fingertips against it.
“I don’t mean to make you uncomfortable,” she says. “I just… It’s just that you are gorgeous. It’s just a fact, and I…wanted to say it.”
She shifts back to face the railing again and stares down into what’s left of her coffee, her shoulders curling inward.
“I’m not uncomfortable,” I blurt, my voice a little raspy.
I have no idea why my ribcage suddenly feels too small for my lungs or why my stomach is doing backflips, but it’s true; I wouldn’t call either of those things uncomfortable, per se.
It’s more that they’re extremely confusing and a bit terrifying because they aren’t totally uncomfortable. I’ve never been able to figure out why I can accept some compliments from women with a breezy ‘thanks, girl,’ but once in a while, a woman will say something that makes me feel like I’m spinning towards the edge of a cliff I somehow really, really want to leap off of, like I just know the most beautiful blue water I’ve ever seen in my life is waiting to surround me down below.
I remind myself that if I actually liked girls, I’d be sprinting for that cliff instead of hovering on the edge before dashing back to the version of my life that makes sense.
Nobody who actually likes girls watches both her sisters come out and still doesn’t make up her own mind by the age of twenty-six.
I’m just confused, insecure, and suffering from some FOMO. That has to be it. I didn’t get much out of the therapy sessions I did after dropping out of culinary school, but I at least got confirmation that I’m right about that.
“I wasn’t trying to hit on you or anything,” Kennedy says, still staring down at her coffee.
A sharp jab of pain hits me in the chest. I steady myself with a quick sip of coffee and force myself to nod. “Of course. I know that. Um, thanks. You’re, uh, not so bad yourself, you know.”
Her head jerks up, and she blinks at me with wide eyes a couple times before she shakes her head a little and her posture loosens up.
“Thanks,” she says, sweeping her hair over her shoulder with a dramatic flip. “I try.”
She grins at me, and I swear her teeth freaking sparkle even though she was right about there being no direct sunlight in sight.
The mood between us lightens a little, and I can’t resist teasing her.
“That hair flick would have been more impressive if your glasses didn’t look like they were about to fall off your face.”
She gives me a confused look before reaching up to feel how her glasses have been sitting crooked on the bridge of her nose all morning.
“It adds to my charm,” she says as she straightens them.
I chuckle. “Okay, yeah, I have to admit I’m pretty charmed.”
And there goes the light mood.
Kennedy freezes with her fingertips still pressed to the edge of her glasses, her lips parted and her magnified eyes blinking at me like I’ve stunned her again.
I’ve stunned myself too. She might not be hitting on me, but there’s no way to interpret what I just said as anything other than flirty.
I don’t even get flirty like that with Scooter, and he’s the person everyone thinks I’m supposed to end up with. Sure, he and I banter like there’s no tomorrow and trade insults like they’re our own personal currency, but we don’t make comments about each other’s charm—not unless they’re absolutely dripping in sarcasm.
My head spins, and I take a step back from the railing.
“Trish?”
I must look as disoriented as I feel. Kennedy lunges forward like she’s expecting me to drop unconscious on the floorboards at any second.
“Oh, uh, sorry,” I stammer. “I just, um, got caught up in my mental to-do list. Guess the coffee is kicking in. I, um, have to give Scooter a call today. I…”
I don’t know why the hell I’m mentioning Scooter. I have no reason whatsoever to call him, but something about saying his name feels like an interruption, like the sound of it will make my world stop revolving like an out of control carousel and go back to playing by the rules.
The rules say I’m supposed to want Scooter. The rules say we’re perfect for each other. The rules say I’m straight, because being anything more than the ‘plump and cheerful’ sister would mean being way too much.
“Right.”
Kennedy nods and steps back to the railing. Even though she’s not actually frowning, her face looks harder, like she’s clenching her jaw to hold something back.
“Yeah, he, um, ordered some extra potatoes by mistake, so I might buy them off him,” I babble.
Maybe if I keep talking, everything will go back to normal. I’ll just be a straight woman sharing a morning coffee with my lesbian house guest.
“It’s nice that you’ve gotten to meet him a couple times,” I continue, my voice an octave higher than normal. “Everyone around here loves him. Well, I mean, I think he’s got way too big of an ego about that bar, and I guess some of the old guys who go there hate his music, but yeah, people love him. He’s a big part of River’s Bend. He—”
“You’re hooking up with him, aren’t you?”
She’s watching me with an amused, almost haughty expression as she lounges against the railing and sips her coffee with a ‘gotcha’ kind of flourish.
“Wh-what?” I splutter.
She chuckles, something about the noise a little too forced to sound natural. “Come on. It’s so obvious. Everyone was saying how they hope you two get together, but you already are, aren’t you?”
She uses her free hand to pat her chest and drops her voice to a stage whisper.
“Don’t worry. Your secret hook-up is safe with me.”
A full-on hyena laugh bursts out of my mouth.
“We are n-not h-hooking up,” I choke out. “Definitely not. I can’t stand him. I mean, he’s a good guy, objectively, but we would literally kill each other if we dated.”
Kennedy lifts an eyebrow. “So that’s why you’re keeping it on the DL? You don’t want to date him, but you don’t want the whole town to know you guys are banging?”
A snort bursts out of me, followed by another stream of frantic laughter that makes me clap my hand over my mouth.
Sure, I’ve thought about what it would be like to have sex with Scooter, but I never get any farther than picturing him naked before I burst out laughing at how weird it would be. The fact that Kennedy thinks we’re doing it on top of the bar in secret in the dead of night makes me feel like I really am going to drop to the floor in hysterics.
I open my mouth to try to explain how wrong she is, but something stops me.
If Kennedy thinks I’m with Scooter—or at least thinks I’m banging Scooter—maybe I’ll be able to stop being so weird around her.
I’ve never told Emily about the weird way girls make me feel sometimes. I’ve never told her what my therapist said about it. I’ve never told anyone, and I don’t plan to start now, so getting a freaking grip on myself when I’m near Kennedy March is of the utmost importance. The last thing I want to do is go from pissing Emily off because I’ve been too grumpy with her girlfriend’s best friend to pissing her off because I’ve been making sexually confused advances on her girlfriend’s best friend.
Plus, it’s not like I’ll see Kennedy again anytime soon once she goes back to Toronto. It’s not like I’m about to tell some huge lie I’ll have to live with for the rest of my life. I’m not even going to lie at all. I’m going to imply.
“Fine,” I blurt.
I force out a sigh that I hope sounds like the right combination of resigned and annoyed.
“If that’s what you want to think,” I add, “and you want the satisfaction of believing you’re right even though I haven’t even said you’re right, I won’t stop you.”
She tilts her head. “Oh? So you’re not even going to try denying it?”
I shrug. “Is there honestly anything I can say that would make you believe you’re wrong?”
She taps her chin for a moment.
“Nahhhh,” she drawls. “You two be fucking.”
I scoff. “How crass.”
She cackles. “You’re the one banging a dude in secret.”
“I will not be spoken to this way,” I retort with a huff.
I don’t deny she’s right, though.
“I’m going inside to get dressed,” I add as I spin on my heels, my robe flapping. “Not all of us are on vacation, you know.”
Her laugh follows after me as I head for the door, and even though I should be thrilled I’ve convinced her so fast, a feeling that’s way too close to regret keeps tying knots in my stomach as I get ready for the day.



 

Chapter 8 

Kennedy

Ituck my phone into my jacket pocket after hanging up with my mom. Given the conversation we just had, it’s a miracle I didn’t hang up on her.
I should have known ignoring her texts for long enough would result in an incessant flood of voicemails that could only be staunched by calling her back. I thought she might at least start off by asking me how Kim is doing, if not how I’m doing on my trip, but no. I got a ‘hello’ followed by an instant tirade about how ‘potentially damaging’ a three week vacation is, especially considering how well my brothers’ careers are doing at the moment.
She said she’s worried about the effects of me falling behind, like we’re all still in high school and I’m going to be the only kid in the family to slip off the honor roll if I don’t get my act together. She showed no concern for why I felt the need to take a three week vacation in the first place, which, granted, I don’t exactly have a clear answer to, but it seems like a pretty obvious question to at least try asking your child.
“And I’m the one making potentially damaging choices,” I mutter, my breath clouding the air in front of my face as I stand alone on the deck of the Rivers house.
I stare out into the dim woods, where twilight has begun to fade into night, and force myself to stop grinding my teeth. I know I should get back to hanging out with Kim and Emily inside the house, but their plans for a low-key craft night are at odds with my growing desire to drink an absurd amount of whiskey and play angry music at deafening volumes, which began as soon as I answered my mother’s call and has increased in intensity every second since.
It doesn’t matter that I gave up acting. It doesn’t matter that I picked a respectable career I’ve excelled at. There will always be room to be better, to be more, and by now I should know she’ll never stop reminding me of that.
I suck in a few deep breaths and stay hovering beside the front door until I’ve managed to stop playing the phone call on a loop in my head. When I’m sure I can behave in at least somewhat civilized manner, I head back inside and dump my boots and coat in the entryway before rejoining the girls in the living room.
Kim and Emily both pause to look up at me from across the dining room table. We’re spending the evening at the main Rivers house, working on an arts and crafts project Emily refers to as a ‘harvest bunting.’ The triangles of colourful felt attached to a long string of jute twine will be used as decorations at the annual end of season party the campground hosts before they close up for the winter.
I did have to ask what the hell a ‘harvest bunting’ is before I had all that explained to me. This place is so adorable I sometimes think everyone is fucking with me and that no actual human beings say things like ‘harvest bunting’ with a straight face, but nope. That’s just life in River’s Bend.
“How did it go?” Kim asks, her expression wary as I plop down in my chair.
I shrug. “The usual.”
She opens her mouth like she wants to say more, but I pretend to be struck by an intense interest in a piece of green felt.
We’re supposed to be cutting out seasonal shapes from scrap pieces of felt and hot gluing them to the triangles, but none of us have turned out to be particularly skilled at cutting the felt into anything that resembles more than a potato.
Trish isn’t with us.
I haven’t spoken to her since that morning on the porch a few days ago—the morning when she looked so cute in her fluffy robe and slippers that I was seconds away from leaning in to kiss her before she practically shoved the fact that she’s sleeping with Random Bar Guy in my face.
My desire for the taste of whiskey and the sound of angry women wailing on guitars returns with a vengeance at the thought of that particular memory. Hell, I’d take the taste of the women too if there was any opportunity to find a fun distraction from my thoughts here in River’s Bend tonight.
“What are the odds of me finding a date for this party?” I blurt as I reach for a pair of scissors.
“A date?” Kim echoes.
“Yeah.” I shrug and try to play it cool as the idea forms in my mind. “It’s a big party, right? And you two are going to be all coupled up. It would be fun to have a date too. Are there any eligible bachelorettes I should know about?”
I direct my question at Emily, who sets down the leaf she’s cutting out of yellow felt, which I guess could also be a sheaf of wheat, or maybe a hay bale. Mostly, it looks like she’s cutting out yet another potato.
“Hmm…” she says. “If the summer staff were still here, sure. You would have had plenty of options at the Labour Day weekend party. That’s usually the last weekend for most of the staff, and to be honest, everybody wants to get laid at that one. The actual closing party is more…subdued.”
I pout. “So I shall be a lonely little lesbian this Saturday night?”
I play up my despair, pretending it’s all for show and like I haven’t spent the past few nights fighting to fall asleep while thinking about the way Trish Rivers looked at me when I told her I think she’s gorgeous.
Even if the woman in question weren’t Emily’s sister, the last thing I’d want to admit is that I’ve gotten caught up in the old ‘share an emotionally vulnerable moment with a straight girl and then misinterpret it as romantic interest’ cliché.
Emily chuckles. “I hate to break it to you, but I was a lonely little lesbian for over two decades in this town. If you can find a date in time for the weekend, I’ll be shocked…and honestly pretty pissed off.”
We all laugh for a moment, but once the impact of her words have sunk in, I let go of my glue gun and prop my elbows on the table instead.
“Wait. You never found anyone to date here before Kim showed up?”
Emily gives up on her leaf-wheat-potato and rests her arms on the table too as she shakes her head.
“I mean, not never,” she answers. “I had a couple casual relationships, but they were never with anyone local. I only started dating women when I was at design school in Vancouver. Then I came back home, and as you can imagine, it’s kind of slim pickings around here even if you are straight. Then Mom got the cancer news, and…”
She trails off, a shadow passing over her face as Kim scooches her chair closer to sling an arm around her shoulders. Emily hesitates for a second and then leans into Kim’s touch, her whole body relaxing.
“Well, then there wasn’t much time for anything,” she says, “and after…after, I couldn’t even imagine dating again. Not until your friend here showed up like the world’s biggest plot twist.”
Kim grins and rubs Emily’s arm a few times before they shift apart. When they look back over at me, I hold my hands up to form a heart-shaped frame around them.
“That’s the final frame of the Hallmark movie,” I tease.
Emily’s cheeks turn pink, but Kim just keeps grinning and staring at her with puppy eyes.
I’d always laugh when girls at queer bars in Toronto would swoon over Kim’s muscle tanks and leather bracelets like she was some kind of bad girl fantasy when she’s actually made of marshmallows inside.
“But seriously,” Kim says as she picks up a pair of scissors, “when Emily first told me that, it made me realize how much we take the city for granted. It’s hard enough to find yourself as a queer person in a huge place filled with community like Toronto. Trying to do that somewhere so small, even if people here are supportive…it’s just a whole different experience I never even had to think about.”
I nod, stroking the green piece of felt in my hands as I think it over. I didn’t come out until I was almost finished high school, but that was mostly just me being a dumbass and assuming all straight girls think about kissing their friends and lie about their male celebrity crushes. I was around queer people long before that. My high school even had a Pride club. The answers were all there as soon as I started looking for them.
“So don’t go pulling your heartbreaker routine on some poor unsuspecting rural lesbian who’s never heard of Kennedy March’s reputation,” Kim adds, wagging a finger at me. Her tone is joking, but I can hear the note of sincere warning in her voice.
Emily gives up on her leaf yet again and glances between the two of us, her smile a mixture of curious and amused.
“You know, I think Kim has mentioned this reputation to me before,” she says, raising an eyebrow.
Kim pushes her chair back from the table and stretches her arms above her head, making a show out of cracking her knuckles like this is a conversation we’re really going to need to settle in for.
I flip her off and then start outlining the shape of a fir tree on my felt.
“Ah yes, Emily, my dear. Even in a city as big as Toronto, Kennedy March has a reputation among the ladies.”
Since giving Kim the finger didn’t have any effect, I try to level her with a frosty glare over the top of my glasses, but she keeps going like this is some sort of Sunday school parable.
“Not once in all the years I’ve known her has Kennedy ever called a woman back after doing the deed.”
I bang the end of the marker I’m holding against the table like a gavel.
“Hey!” I shout. “That is a gross exaggeration. I call women back. I just don’t call them first.”
Kim waves me off like that’s an insignificant detail even though it’s the difference between me being a justifiably free agent and just a complete asshole.
“She loves them and she leaves them,” Kim says with a shrug.
I know she’s only joking around, and on any other night, I’d be playing it up too, but something about the call with my mom combined with seeing Kim and Emily all lovey-dovey and supportive of each other makes Kim’s teasing leave a sour taste in my mouth.
“I don’t love them,” I say, my squiggly fir tree lying abandoned in front of me. “That’s the whole point. I haven’t found anyone to love. I just…I just always feel the urge to keep looking, like I can’t get it right.”
The dining room feels extra quiet when I finish, quiet enough that I can hear a moth outside the window slamming itself against the glass again and again in a vain attempt to reach the light above us.
“Sometimes that takes time,” Kim says, her voice softer now.
“It didn’t for you two,” I reply. “Kim, you were literally physically incapable of driving away from this town after you spent a few hours in a bar with Emily. I want…I want something that feels like that.”
Kim blinks at me before frowning like she’s trying and failing to put a puzzle together in her head. “You always say you’re just looking for a good time.”
She’s right. That’s what I’ve said any time we’ve discussed this in the past. That’s what I’ve always believed, but these past few months in Toronto, it’s gotten harder and harder to tell myself I’m just a listless twenty-something looking for a few nights of fun.
Since Kim left the city, I’ve spent too many nights alone in my apartment staring out at the glittering streets of the city wondering if they’re ever going to shine bright enough to make me forget I’m all by myself.
I shrug and start fidgeting with my marker.
“I mean, I am. I am looking for fun. I just…I feel like any time I start to think it might be more than fun, I…I worry I’m…”
Not good enough.
I don’t say it out loud. It’s way too vulnerable of a thing to say to Kim, let alone Emily. I don’t know how I’m supposed to tell them that maybe it’s not the big, spontaneous, move-across-the-country part of their love I’m looking for. Maybe it’s that simple moment of breaking down, of being caught by someone when you do, of having a shoulder to lean on and a voice in your ear to tell you it’s okay to stop being strong for a minute. It’s okay to stop being your best.
I can’t remember the last time someone said that to me. I can’t remember if anyone has ever said that to me.
“Jesus,” I say, forcing some lightness into my tone as I fight against the burning in my eyes. “All I wanted to know was if there was a girl for me to take to this party. I guess I can take all this as a no?”
Emily and Kim share a look I can’t read before turning back to me.
“Um…” Emily says. “Well, I think you’re going to have to go at least all the way to Tofino if you want to find another lesbian.”
I purse my lips for a moment.
“Tofino, you say?”



 

Chapter 9 

Kennedy

By Thursday, I’ve convinced Kim and Emily to take me to Tofino to find a party date in one of the town’s bars. I’ve also selected a sea kayaking tour for us to go on in the afternoon so I don’t look like I’m a totally desperate ‘heartbreaker routine’ specialist with only one thing on her mind.
In my defense, I’ve got a lot of things on my mind, some of which are likely to only be removed from my mind once I’ve got the distraction of a hot date to think about.
Case in point: Trish Rivers.
Emily invited Trish along on the expedition as soon as I announced my suggestion. Robert was supposed to join us as well, but after a couple shower blocks in the campground lost power last night, he decided to stay and make sure there was a Rivers on hand to parlay with the guys coming to fix it.
When the four of us pile into Emily’s truck, I try not to notice how good Trish’s legs look in her skintight leggings, but my eyes keep sneaking glances at her as we sit together in the back seat.
“What rebels you are,” Trish says to Kim and Emily. “Taking yet another afternoon off work.”
Her tone is teasing, but Emily winces behind the wheel like Trish has just shamed her for committing a sin.
“You think Dad’s going to be okay? I told him to call me if he needs help with anything, but—”
“Emily, relax,” Trish cuts in. “I was joking. Dad is going to be fine. He’s going to be out there glaring at those electricians all day and micromanaging their every move. He’ll have the time of his life. You take after him in that way.”
A snort of laughter bursts out of me before I can stop it, and Trish glances at me in surprise before giving me a tentative grin.
I flash her a half-hearted smile that’s probably closer to a grimace and then turn to stare at the misty forest out the window before letting the smile slide right off my face.
Trish and I still haven’t talked much since that morning out on the porch. I can’t believe what a high school drama this has all become, and I definitely can’t look Trish in the eye when I think about the situation.
I was standing on that porch convinced we were having a moment, and then she started blabbing about the guy she’s screwing because—surprise surprise—she really is straight and wanted to make sure I knew it. It’s the oldest story in the Lesbian Book of Woes, and I still walked right into it.
I grind my teeth, more determined than ever to find someone to bring to the party. I’ve barely interacted with anyone outside the Rivers household since I arrived, and I’m sure whatever the hell this thing with Trish is will fade once I remind my brain and body there are in fact other single women on the planet.
Emily rolls the truck to a stop when we reach the end of the campground’s dirt road and checks the coast is clear before turning onto the highway. We head in the direction of River’s Bend, the layer of dried fir needles and fallen leaves coating the edge of the road blurring into a flash of orange as we pick up speed.
“Oh, I forgot to ask, do you two mind if we stop at the bar?” Kim asks, twisting in the passenger seat. “I didn’t really have lunch, and I don’t think I’m going to make it through kayaking if I don’t eat. I’ll just grab something quick to go.”
“Of course,” Trish answers. “No worries.”
Emily catches her eye in the rearview mirror. “We can all stop in and say hi to Scooter while we wait.”
She adds a suggestive note to her voice, and I try not to groan or bash my forehead against the window.
I thought maybe I could make it through the rest of my visit without seeing him, or at least without seeing him anywhere but at the party where I’d have a hot date to distract me. The fact that nobody else even knows Trish and Scooter are screwing just makes me even more of a cliché: the straight girl’s confidante, left to yearn in secret while bearing the burden of her crush’s trust.
Twenty-six is way too fucking old to be playing that role, and it’s not like I even have a crush on Trish anyway. I just need to get out of this town.
I spend the rest of the drive to the bar fantasizing about meeting hot gay girls in Tofino, nodding along and voicing vague words of agreement without really listening to the others’ conversation
Kim and Emily jump out when we pull into the gravel parking lot of the bar, but Trish fidgets with her seatbelt until I look up and see her watching me.
“Yes?” I ask as I slide my own seatbelt off.
She hesitates, and I realize what she’s about to say before she even opens her mouth.
“Don’t worry,” I say. “I’m not going to tell them.”
She blinks. “Tell them? What—Oh. Right. Yeah. Um, thanks.”
I reach for the door handle, but her voice interrupts me.
“That’s not what I was going to ask.”
She glances out the window to where Kim and Emily are now disappearing into the bar and then back at me.
“I just, um… We’re good, right?” she asks. “Like, after that morning, and with Scooter, I don’t want you to feel, um…I mean, I…”
It takes everything in me not to groan. Now I’m supposed to comfort her about how I’ve been distant since she practically shoved the fact that she’s having heterosexual sex in my face like I can’t be kept at bay with anything but the threat of a penis.
Ladies and gentlemen, we have reached yet another pivotal point in the Lesbian Tale of Woe.
Only I’ve never been good at sticking to a script.
“Do I seem off?” I chirp, making my voice cartoonishly bright. “Maybe it’s because I feel bad that you’re boning a guy who has the most basic boy taste in music I’ve ever heard. Even for a straight girl, that must be rough.”
She gawks at me as I grab the door handle again.
“Come on!” I call, keeping my voice all syrupy as I jump down onto the gravel. “Let’s go bother your booooyfriend.”
I shut the truck’s door and head for the bar while Trish rushes to catch up with me, spluttering protests about him ‘not being her boyfriend’ the whole way.
“Sure, sure,” I sing-song.
“Kennedy!” she shouts, jogging up behind me as I reach the foot of the stairs. “Come on. You said you wouldn’t tell anyone.”
I grin at her. “I won’t.”
I mean it. I’ll keep my promise, but that doesn’t mean I’m going to sit around moping when I could have some fun along the way.
There’s no sign of Scooter when we walk inside. Kim and Emily are ordering from a middle-aged guy standing behind the bar. The rest of the place is empty, the sounds of a talk radio show filling the room along with the lingering scent of French fries.
Emily glances back at us and answers the question already forming on my lips before Trish or I can ask it.
“Apparently, today is Scooter’s day off this week.”
Beside me, Trish squints at her sister. “But he always takes Mondays off.”
Of course she knows his day off. They probably use it as a regular appointment to get off.
Emily shrugs. “I know, right? I guess he’s breaking tradition.”
Kim finishes ordering, and the guy behind the bar heads for the kitchen. We’ve just picked a table to sit at and wait for her food when a rumbling sound outside makes everyone glance at the window.
“Huh,” Emily says. “Guess he couldn’t stay away.”
I can’t see anything except the highway from where we’re sitting, but Kim laughs like she knows what Emily means.
“From the bar or from Trish?” she says with a snicker.
A second later, the door opens, and in walks Scooter himself, wearing a black leather jacket with a motorcycle helmet clutched in one hand. His heavy boots thud against the floorboards as he walks over to our table, running a hand through his disheveled hair.
I try not to snort. The whole ‘bad biker boy’ look is a little too much for this guy.
“Jesus,” he says, covering up his smile with a feigned look of exasperation. “Even on my day off, I can’t avoid you people?”
Kim lifts her hands to make spirit fingers at him and adds a warbling note to her voice. “We’re everywhere, Scooter. We see all.”
“I thought Monday was your day off,” Trish pipes up.
Scooter lifts his helmet in explanation. “Had to take the bike over to Port Alberni to get a part replaced, and they could only get it into the shop today.”
Trish crosses her arms. “Okay, so what are you doing at the bar if you took this as your day off, then?”
He raises his eyes to the ceiling and makes a show out of sighing. “Can’t a guy check in on the business he manages without facing an inquisition?”
Emily smacks the table. “Hear, hear!”
Trish gives them both a disgusted look. “You two are micromanagers, you know that?”
“Hey!” Emily protests. “I’m here, aren’t I? I let Dad handle everything at the campground today, and I’m probably only going to call him…three times to check on things.”
We all laugh at her sheepish expression.
“But I’m still going on this kayaking trip, aren’t I?” she adds. “And if Scooter—wait. Scooter, do you want to go on a sea kayaking tour in Tofino?”
We all do a double-take as her face lights up with the idea. The bottom of my stomach drops.
“There was an electrical issue at the campground, and my dad stayed home to deal with it. It was too late to get a refund for his spot on the tour,” she explains, “so since it’s your day off, you should come!”
I feel like I’m waiting for a judge to drop the gavel as we all sit there staring as Scooter taps his chin.
“Sea kayaking, huh?”
Emily nods.
The gavel drops.
“All right, I’m in.”

By the time we’re done with the hour-long drive to Tofino, the sound of Scooter’s motorcycle rumbling along behind us feels like it’s grating against my skull.
“Sweet relief,” I mutter, rubbing my temples once he’s pulled into a spot beside us in the parking lot and shut the damn motor off.
“What’s that?” Kim asks from the front seat.
“Nothing,” I chirp. “Just, uh, kind of a twisty ride here, isn’t it?”
I slide out of the truck, my feet hitting the damp pavement as the sharp, salty smell of the sea hits my nose. A few seagulls call out above the sound of waves lapping at the rocky shore. The sky and the water are both grey, giving the harbor a sleepy look. The morning mist has evaporated, and we’ve got a view of the collection of tiny islands we’ll be paddling out to on the tour.
A sign outside a nearby building advertises surfing lessons, with a wetsuit featuring a neoprene hood and booties I can’t help but laugh at acting as a mascot.
The lengths people will go to just to surf in Canada.
Surfing seems to be the lifeblood of Tofino. We passed more surf shops than I could count on the drive through town, along with a collection of taco stands and microbreweries that Emily said are always swamped with tourists during the summer.
We wait by the truck while Scooter stashes his helmet and leather jacket inside before throwing on a waterproof one like the rest of us. I’m wearing a spare jacket of Clover’s. Kim and the Rivers family won’t stop making fun of me for forgetting to bring a ‘proper’ waterproof of my own on this trip. Apparently, a jacket that’s actually stylish and still somewhat repellent of the elements can’t possibly be ‘proper.’
“Shall we?” Kim asks once Scooter is ready.
We make our way over to what looks like a glorified fisherman’s shack right on the edge of the harbor, where a wooden sign for Paddle Tofino hangs beside a rack of bright orange kayaks.
I eye the boats and try to conceal the wave of nerves that hits me as I take in the size of them. I’ve been kayaking a couple times, but not since I was a teenager, and definitely not on the ocean. These orange things look like tanks compared to the boats one of my high school friends had at her cottage.
Kim is about to knock on the shack door when a voice calls out to us from around the other side of the building. Following the sound, we find a woman standing on a spindly dock with a fleet of kayaks already tied and waiting for us on the water.
She straightens up from where she’s been tethering the last boat and waves.
I try not to let my jaw drop.
This day just got a lot more interesting.
“Hey!” the woman calls as she jogs down the dock to meet us. “You must be here for the tour.”
Her dark hair is done up in a tight bun at the very top of her head. The back and sides are shaved, and she’s got a few dark green streaks in the bun. A labret piercing glints just under her bottom lip, and the dark edges of a tattoo are visible on the inch of her sternum revealed by her open jacket.
Maybe we won’t even need to hit up any bars after this.
“God, I love Tofino,” I mutter as she makes her way over.
Emily laughs, and Kim gives me a resigned ‘Kennedy will be Kennedy’ look. Trish is frowning, probably because Scooter seems to be appreciating the sight of tattooed kayak lady too. Honestly, I doubt there are many people who wouldn’t appreciate her.
“I’m Wendy,” she says, beaming at us as she trudges up the path from the dock. “I’ll be your guide today. We’ll just get your waivers all signed, and then we’ll be out on the water!”
She disappears into the shack, and Kim turns on me the second she’s out of earshot.
“Is it even worth telling you not to flirt with our guide?”
I lift my hands in a gesture of innocence. “Who said anything about flirting with Wendy?”
I put a very flirty emphasis on her name, and Kim shakes her head in resignation.
“If I’m going to spend the day fifth wheeling, I think I at least deserve a little flirting,” I add.
Trish makes a spluttering sound, and Scooter’s eyes go wide.
“What do you mean you’re fifth—” he starts to stammer.
“Kidding!” I cut him off. “Just getting in on that good ole River’s Bend humor.”
I pat Trish on the shoulder and can practically feel her fuming.
Wendy comes back out with a clipboard, and a few minutes later, we’ve all signed our lives away and suited up in life jackets. Down on the dock, Wendy demonstrates how to get into the kayaks without flipping over into the water.
“You make that look way too easy,” I say as she hops back out onto the dock.
She grins at me. “I promise it really is easy. These things are almost impossible to flip. I don’t foresee anyone getting wet today.”
I raise an eyebrow. “What a sha—”
Kim jabs an elbow into my ribs to stop me from finishing my very smooth line.
While Wendy is busy getting everyone else settled into their boats, Kim takes a couple steps back and tugs on my arm to bring me with her.
“What is up with you?” she asks, low enough that no one will hear us with all the distractions of the kayak loading going on.
“What do you mean?” I murmur back.
She gives me a ‘come on’ look. “You have a…weird energy today. Is something bothering you?”
I focus on keeping my gaze fixed on her instead of letting it drift over to where Scooter is getting an excellent view of Trish’s ass while she climbs into her kayak.
“Nope,” I answer.
She keeps giving me a look that demands I cut the bullshit, but our turn to get into the boats arrives to save me from her interrogation.
Kim gets settled in her kayak no problem, which is totally unfair considering she led as urban of a life as I did up until six months ago. I get one foot in my boat and then snatch my leg back onto the dock as soon as the kayak wobbles.
“It’s okay,” Wendy soothes from beside me. “You’ve got this. Here, hold my hand.”
The embarrassment heating my chest turns into a thrill of satisfaction as I slip my palm into Wendy’s firm grip.
Being a city girl pays off after all.
“Thanks, Wendy!” I call up to her once I’m settled on my orange tank of a boat with a double-ended paddle clutched in my hands.
A few choice innuendos featuring the term ‘double-ended’ float through my head as I squeeze the cold plastic, but I decide to save those for later.
Wendy grins down at me. “No problem. It’s Kennedy, right?”
She holds my gaze for a second longer than normal before heading to her own kayak.
And so it begins.
I’d be rubbing my hands together like an evil genius if I weren’t holding the paddle. This is exactly what I needed to get over all the weirdness with Trish. The thrill of the chase has always helped me forget the rest of my life when I need to.
Of course, the rest of my life always comes rushing back in a few nights after the chase pays off, but I ignore that and do my best to focus on Wendy’s paddling demonstration.
That, of course, just has me thinking up some innuendos about ‘getting paddled,’ but I catch enough of the instructions not to get left in the dust as we start heading out of the harbor.
“We’ll be paddling through one of this area’s designated Tribal Parks,” Wendy calls from the front of the group, her voice echoing back to me over the water, “which are part of the unceded territory of the Tla-o-qui-aht First Nation. The Tribal Park trail fee we include in our booking fee goes directly to supporting the Tribal Park stewards, who work to conserve and restore the area we’ll be visiting today. They’ve actually partnered up with a few organizations to do a big invasive species study this year, so you might see some of them out on the islands today.”
She waves her paddle towards the tree-covered islands on the horizon, sending water droplets arcing through the air.
The wind has picked up now that we’re on the open water, and the waves that were gently lapping the shore are now big enough to have my kayak bobbing like a toy boat.
My pride is grateful that everyone else seems to be a little out of their depth too. Wendy notices and gives us a few tips for cutting through the waves and assures us the bigger ones will die off once we reach the islands.
True to her word, the water gets much calmer as we steer ourselves into a wide gap between two tiny islands. The trees on both of them are filled with a variety of resting seabirds. I can smell the sharp, fresh scent of the needles on the trees. The cool air blows against my exertion-warmed skin, and a rush of endorphins hits me as I let my paddle go still and close my eyes for a moment.
The rhythmic splish-splash of everyone else’s paddles sounds like a lullaby as they surge ahead of me. The wind plays with the locks of hair that have escaped my ponytail, making them feel like gentle fingers against my cheeks.
I take a deep breath, filling my lungs to the brim before I slowly let the air out.
In the moment before I breathe in again, it hits me.
I don’t feel empty.
I don’t feel itchy.
That gnawing sense of desperation that’s been sitting at the bottom of my stomach, ready to chew me to bits every time I think about it—it’s gone.
I’ve been living with it for so long I forgot what it felt like to just be instead of always striving to be more.
My breath freezes, and even my blood seems to go still in my veins.
“Kennedy?”
I blink my eyes open and see everyone else is still paddling away from me—everyone except Trish.
“Kennedy,” she repeats, her voice tinged with alarm. “Are you okay?”
A chill runs through me, and I shiver.
“Y-yeah,” I call, my voice coming out a little shaky as I dig my paddle into the water. “Just soaking up the sights.”
My arms burn as I push as hard as I can to catch up. Trish starts paddling once our boats are side by side. I can feel her eyes on me while I stare straight ahead, but she doesn’t say anything. We slide up to the back of the group in silence and join in on listening to Wendy’s spiel about the mating rituals of the birds in the trees.
It takes all my concentration not to zone out and fall behind again. I focus on keeping a steady rhythm with my paddle as we move to the next set of islands, but my mind keeps wanting to return to that brief moment when everything went still, when everything around me—and maybe within me—was suddenly somehow enough.
I even try closing my eyes and gliding through the water again, but the effect is gone. I’m back to feeling like I’m squirming even when I’m sitting still.
The squirming sensation gets worse when I notice Trish and Scooter have started playing bumper boats. I watch them try to sneak up and knock the noses of their kayaks against the side of each other’s boats without Wendy noticing. They shake with silent laughter and splash each other with their paddles.
They look cute. They look like a couple—a straight couple living their cute straight lives.
A muscle in my forehead twitches, and I focus on Wendy instead. My biceps are going to pay for it tomorrow, but I manage to paddle hard enough to get myself to the front of the group, sliding into place just behind her.
She glances over her shoulder and then slows her pace until we’re next to each other.
“Hey,” she says with a wide smile.
It’s probably just her customer service smile, but still, she does seem happy to see me.
“Hey.” I grin back at her.
“How are you making out?” she asks.
There’s a lot of potential for a line about ‘making out,’ but I decide to be a bit more subtle.
For now.
That flagrant display of heterosexuality behind me isn’t exactly inspiring me to hold back.
“It’s gorgeous out here!” I gush. “You’re a great guide. How long have you been doing these tours?”
“Aww, thanks!” She glances away for a second as she accepts the compliment. “That’s sweet. I’ve been a guide for almost three years. I live in Nanaimo during the winter, but I do this full time for the rest of the year.”
“Nanaimo? That’s where Kim lives.” I jerk my thumb over my shoulder to point Kim out. “She just moved out here from Toronto. That’s where I live. We’re best friends. I’d be mad at her for abandoning me to move closer to her girlfriend, but really, we all do crazy things for girls.”
Wendy digs her paddle into the water before she laughs. “Yeah, that we do.”
She gives me another one of those quick glances before looking away, and the assurance that this woman is definitely not straight spurs my flirting on.
“So that’s Kim’s girlfriend, I take it?” Wendy asks.
I nod. “Uh-huh. Emily. She runs the campground in River’s Bend.”
Her eyes light up in recognition. “Oh, sick! I spent a few nights there last summer. Did I hear right that the other girl is her sister? Sorry, you think as a guide I’d be better at names.
I chuckle. “No worries. I’m a real estate agent. I know what name overload is like. The other girl is Trish, and the guy is Scooter. Don’t ask me why that’s his nickname. I forget the story.”
She laughs. “Okay, then remind me to ask him myself. Did Trish give it to him? My sister always makes me call all her boyfriends by whatever weird nickname she comes up with for them.”
I blink. “Oh she’s, uh…I mean, he’s not her boyfriend. They’re not together.”
She looks back over her shoulder at the two of them and stares for a second.
“Oh, sorry,” she says after turning back to me. “I just assumed they were dating.”
My skin burns with the urge to turn around and see whatever couple-y thing they’re doing for myself, but I keep my gaze fixed on the water ahead of us.
“No worries,” I say again. “So, uh, any more mating rituals you want to tell me about?”
The rest of the tour continues pretty much the same way. We chart a course around a bunch of islands while Wendy shares more fun facts than anyone can keep up with. I swear this woman has somehow shoved an entire wildlife encyclopedia inside her head. I flirt with her in the stretches between her stories, and by the time we’re rounding the corner of the last island and heading for the harbor, I’m pretty sure I’ve got a shot at asking her to the party. The fact that she’s stayed at Three Rivers before is the perfect segue.
When we’re a few dozen meters out from the dock, Kim sidles her kayak up next to mine.
“Hey, so, Scooter has raised a wager,” she says. “Free dinner and a beer for whoever can get to the dock first.”
I look past Kim and realize everyone has fanned out like they’re forming a starting line.
My eyes narrow. “And if Scooter wins?”
“Whoever comes in last has to buy him dinner.”
Scooter lifts his hand in what is probably a friendly wave when I look over at him, but all I see is a gauntlet being thrown.
There’s no way I’m buying that guy dinner.
“Um, hey, so,” Wendy calls out on my other side, “I don’t think racing is a very good id—”
Her warning is drowned out by the sound of me screaming, “ON YOUR MARK, GET SET, GO!”
I can barely hear everyone’s shrieks of protest as I slash my paddle through the water like I’m racing death itself. My leggings get doused, but I don’t let up. If having three older brothers has taught me in anything, it’s that you don’t hesitate in the face of a competition.
Not even for a second.
I see an orange gleam approaching in my peripheral vision and paddle so hard my shoulders feel like they’re on fire.
“Not bad, Toronto girl!”
Scooter is laughing as he starts to overtake me, but I stay deadly silent. I’m pretty sure everyone else has fallen behind us. We’re back in the big waves now, the swells hitting my kayak like speed bumps. A particularly large one comes in at a wicked angle, so fast I only just have time to adjust the nose of my kayak so it won’t send me careening off course.
Scooter isn’t as quick to react. The wave catches the side of his boat and sends it spinning. He corrects himself in a couple strokes, but it’s all the advantage I need to pull out ahead of him.
We’re closing in on the dock now. I can take him. My lungs are burning, my breath coming out in shallow pants. My vision narrows to just the end of the dock.
I don’t see the next wave coming.
It hits with a thunk and splashes all the way up into my lap, dousing my boat with a load of frigid water. One side of the kayak lurches up with the wave, shoving my weight over to the other side as I shriek and stab my paddle into the water like that will help me catch my balance.
It doesn’t. I’m still flopped over to one side of my seat when the biggest wave yet hits. I try to scramble back into place, but it’s too late.
I topple overboard with a scream of, “FUUUUUCK!”
My life jacket saves me from being sucked down into the frigid depths. Instead, the water makes an almost cartoonish splat sound as I roll face-first onto the surface of the ocean. Salt water burns my nose as my legs sink down and I’m left to bob in the ice-cold waves like an abandoned seal pup.
Scooter has stopped paddling, his kayak drifting to a stop in front of the dock, where my own kayak is now being pushed to shore by the current.
Kim, Emily, and Trish are all screaming my name and doing their best to catch up while Wendy surges ahead of them with deep, powerful strokes and a blazing look of determination on her face.
“Hang on!” she yells. “I’ve got you!”
If my face wasn’t already starting to go red with embarrassment despite the frigid water, I’d admit she looks extra hot when she’s in rescuer mode.
I’m within swimming distance of the dock now, so I raise a hand to indicate I’m alive and then start doggy-paddling towards land. I’m at the dock by the time Wendy catches up with me. She leaps out of her kayak and helps haul me up the metal ladder onto the worn wooden dock boards.
“Are you hurt?” she asks, already scanning my body for injuries.
I shake my head. “O-only my p-pride.”
I try to fight the tremble in my voice, but my sopping clothes already have me shivering.
“We have an emergency blanket. Stay right here, and I’ll grab it for you.”
She sprints over to a red first aid box bolted to the outside of the Paddle Tofino shack and flicks it open before digging out a plastic package. She rips the package open as she jogs back over to me and pulls out one those reflective blankets they wrap car crash survivors in.
“Here.” She sweeps the blanket around my shoulders like a cape and then pulls a key off the carabiner clipped to one of her belt loops—because of course the lesbian kayaking guide has a carabiner key ring—before pressing it into my hand. “Take this and go inside. Take as much of your clothes off as you can and then get that blanket back on. I have some extra clothes you can borrow, but I have to get everyone else off the water before I grab them. It’s very important that you stay warm, okay?”
I nod instead of answering since my teeth have begun chattering. I head down the dock, my shoes squelching with every step, and then pause to look back behind me.
Scooter has managed to capture my kayak, and Wendy is holding it for him while he climbs out of his own boat. The girls are almost to the dock now. Kim and Emily slow down in tandem as they get closer to shore, but it’s Trish my eyes land on.
She’s in the lead, paddling like her life depends on it.
Her face is ghostly white despite how fast her arms are pumping, her eyes flared wide as she watches me watch her.
Out of all the people here who are worried about me, including my best friend, the one who seems the most panicked at the sight of me falling into the ocean is Trish.
My heart pounds with a fresh surge of adrenaline, and I turn away as the earth seems to lurch under my feet.
It’s shock. I’m just in shock. That’s why I’m dizzy.



 

Chapter 10 

Trish

Ihave to ask Scooter out.
For real.
I’m going to go insane if I don’t find a way to stop thinking about Kennedy March, and Scooter might be the only thing that can get her out of my head.
I groan and roll onto my stomach to spread out like a starfish on my bed as an annoying part of my brain pipes up to tell me that’s bullshit.
I don’t even like Scooter like that.
At least, I don’t think I do. I should like him like that. Everyone thinks I like him like that. It would make sense for me to like him like that.
Maybe all I’ve got to do is give it a try. Maybe he feels like he’s only a friend because we’ve only ever been friends. Maybe I’ll see what everyone else sees the second I suggest we go on a date, or the first time we kiss, or—
A burst of laughter fills the silence of my room as I try to picture Scooter and me naked on this bed together. There’s no way I can actually have sex with him, but if I stop and think about that too much, I start thinking about Kennedy instead: how it felt to stand beside her in our pajamas on the porch, how much I want to touch her obnoxiously shiny hair, how I wish she were here in the summer instead of the fall because maybe if I had a chance to see her in a bikini, I wouldn’t have to keep wondering if she looks as good without her clothes as she does with them on.
I flip over, grab a pillow, and smoosh it onto my face before shrieking into the feathers.
“Whyyyyy?” I groan against the pillowcase.
I don’t know why the thoughts I’ve always been able to push away or rationalize when they’ve been about any other woman refuse to be put in their place when they’re about Kennedy March.
That damn actress. She’s turned my life into a stage, and now she’s walking all over it.
“Trish!”
Emily’s voice carries up the stairs, reaching my ears even though my head is still covered with a pillow.
“Trish!” she calls again. “Are you awake?”
That at least pulls me out of my torment enough to make me snort. If I weren’t already awake, I sure as hell would be now. I told her I was taking a nap after my shift at Riverview so I’d be recharged to help prepare for the party tonight.
I said I’d get up at two. I roll over again to glance at my alarm clock and see it’s 2:01.
“Damn drill sergeant,” I mutter before sitting up and yelling, “Coming!”
I stop in the bathroom to brush my teeth and get the stale nap taste out of my mouth. My eyes still feel groggy, so I splash some cold water on my face before looking at myself in the mirror.
The whites of my eyes are a little bloodshot, and there are puffy purple bags under them. My whole face looks saggy from two nights in a row of next to no sleep.
I’ve spent hours tossing and turning, my brain ping-ponging back and forth between the two things I’d really rather not think about and thus can’t get out of my head: the email from the grocery store and Kennedy.
I still haven’t responded to the message about collaborating with the grocery store chain. By now, they’ve probably moved on and found someone else for their offer.
They’ve probably found someone better than me, someone more prepared, someone who can hack it in a life that involves more than this tiny town.
I already proved I’m not cut out for that years ago, when I came crawling back here after just a few months in the city. Culinary school—and everything that came with it—knocked me on my ass and taught me I’d be better off sticking to what I know.
Only now even what I know doesn’t feel familiar anymore. Emily is wrapped up in the newfound love of her life, Clover has moved far away, and Dad is still figuring out how to live with the soul-crushing grief of losing Mom. We’re all such different people now, even if most days, we look and sound the same.
Nothing stayed the same after mom died. We’re healing now, but nothing will ever be stitched back together exactly the way it was.
We can’t turn back. I can’t turn back. There are parts of me that don’t make sense anymore, parts of me I haven’t figured out how to live with, and the one person I want to talk to about all of it, the one person whose voice could sort this all out with just a few gentle words, is gone.
My mom is gone.
My nose burns, and I watch in the mirror as hot tears slide down my cheeks. My vision goes blurry, and I blink to clear it as I whisper around the lump wedged in my throat.
“I miss you, Mommy.”
I don’t look like her. The only one who turned out blonde like her is Emily. I don’t even have her eyes.
I lean my head closer to the mirror, peering into my dark irises like maybe if I stare hard enough, I’ll catch a flash of green, and my mom will be staring back.
There’s only me, though. There’s just a girl with puffy eyes and snot dripping down her nose, looking for answers she can’t find.
I splash my face a second time, dab on some concealer, and throw my hair up into a messy bun before heading downstairs. By the time I make it to the living room, I’m ready to be Trish: The Sassy Sister Who’s Good at Baking, just like I always am.
Emily is the only one in the living room, sitting with her laptop perched on her knees as she scrolls through a spreadsheet. She’s the only person I know whose casual party prep would include reviewing a spreadsheet.
“Dad and Kim are teaching Kennedy how to chop wood for the fire tonight,” she says without lifting her head. “I wanted to see if you need any help with the food. I can redistribute the staff if so.”
I hold back a laugh. Only my older sister would unironically use the phrase ‘redistribute the staff,’ but if she’s talking like that, she’s in full planner mode and will not take criticism of her vocabulary well.
“Uh, I think I’m good,” I say as I cross the room and head for the front door. I dig through the pile of coats hanging on the wall to grab my jacket and purse. “I have to take a quick trip up to the bar. Scooter is giving me an extra box of potatoes.”
I poke my head back into the living room to see Emily nodding while she continues to peer at her laptop screen.
“Sounds good,” she answers.
I’m pretty sure she didn’t process what I said, but that’s for the best. The fewer questions I have to face about this, the better.
I blast some Tim McGraw on the way over to the bar in the hopes that the noise will blast the doubts out of my head. I belt out the words of a love song and picture Scooter as I do.
He’s cute. He’s charming. He’s funny, and he drives a fucking motorcycle. Plus, the whole town thinks he’s already in love with me. There’s no reason I shouldn’t want to ask him on a date.
By the time I pull into the parking lot, the gravel crunching under my tires just like it has hundreds of times before, my body is thrumming with nerves. I shoot out of the car and power-walk over to the bar’s door before flinging it open so hard it whacks into the wall.
Music is pumping through the speakers, but I can’t make out the song over the drumbeat of my pulse in my ears. At this time of the afternoon, the place is empty. I scan the rows of liquor bottles shelved behind the bar and consider sneaking a shot.
Before I have a chance to reconsider and run back to my car, I suck in a deep breath and shout his name.
“SCOOTER LEE!”
I sound like some sort of avenging angel of death. He comes sprinting out of the back room and does a double take when he finds me standing there. He slows to a halt a few feet in front of me and squints when all I do is stare back at him.
“Uh, yes, Trish Rivers?”
I blink, and my brain decides to short-circuit and completely forget why I’m here. Panic overtakes me, squeezing my lungs like a straitjacket.
“I, um…I need a potato!”
Scooter takes half a step back.
“O…kay?”
He looks like he’s about to lunge for the phone and call the emergency services. I force myself to breathe in and out, searching for just a few drops of determination.
“Actually, that’s a lie,” I say, my voice coming out all stilted. “I don’t need a potato. I have a question for you.”
He looks slightly less alarmed now. I almost catch the hint of a sarcastic grin on his face when all I do is continue to stare at him.
“Are you going to…ask the question?”
I square my shoulders and jerk my chin in a nod. “Yes. Yes, I am.”
He spread his hands in a ‘go ahead’ gesture, but when I open my mouth, it feels like my throat is clogged. I make a very unattractive hacking sound and try again.
“Are you coming to the party at Three Rivers tonight?”
“Yeah, of course,” he answers, raising an eyebrow. “I am invited, right?”
“Yes, you are. You are invited,” I say, bobbing my head.
I squeeze my eyes shut. I know I’m acting insane, but there’s no way I’ll be able to say the next part while looking at him.
“In fact, um, I want to invite you…on a date.”
Silence.
Silence, punctuated only by Pearl Jam.
When I open my eyes again, Scooter is gawking at me with his jaw gone slack and his eyes all scrunched up, like I just told him aliens have taken over the campground.
“Huh?”
It’s a bit easier to talk to him when he looks like such a doofus.
“I want to invite you to the party as a date,” I tell him. “With me. As in, we would be there on a date. The party would be a date, and we would be on it. Together.”
His head lowers in one slow nod, but he doesn’t look any less shocked.
“Together,” he mutters like it’s the first time he’s ever heard the word. “A date.”
“Yes.”
I press my lips together and shift my weight from foot to foot while I fight the urge to wring my hands.
Maybe I got this whole thing wrong. Maybe he’s not into me at all. Maybe I just made a complete idiot of myself.
I’m about to hit him with a frantic ‘JUST KIDDING!’ when a slow smile begins to spread across his face, millimeter by millimeter, until he’s beaming at me.
“Yeah,” he says with a few more nods, like someone waking up out of a dream. “Yeah, I’ll go on a date with you, Trish. Of course. I, uh…I’m just surprised you asked.”
My laugh sounds somewhere between relieved and alarmed.
“Honestly, me too.”
He chuckles, and the sound is almost as nervous as my own laugh.
“So I’ll see you tonight, then?” I ask.
He opens and shuts his mouth a couple times before answering.
“Uh, yeah. Yeah, that sounds great. I’ll meet you at Three Rivers, then?”
I’m already backing away.
“Cool, yeah, sounds great,” I babble. “I’m going to go now. So, yeah, see you tonight!”
I practically squeak the last word, and as soon as I shut the bar’s door behind me, I take off sprinting all the way to my car.



 

Chapter 11 

Trish

“YOU ASKED HIM OUT?”
It’s not often I hear my older sister do something as undignified as squeal, but that’s the only word to describe the sound she makes as the bowl of potato salad she’s holding lands with a thump on the picnic table in front of her. She whirls around to face me and flaps her arms like a deranged bird as she makes more noises of disbelief.
“Shhh!” I urge as I place the steaming dish of buttered green beans I’m holding next to the potatoes. “I don’t want to make a big deal out of it.”
More arm flapping ensues, followed by a shriek of, “BUT IT IS A BIG DEAL!”
“Emily.” I plant both my hands on her shoulders and give her a little shake. “Seriously. Snap out of it.”
Some clarity seems to return to her crazed eyes, but she just leans in to interrogate me by whisper instead.
“When did you do it? What did he say? I mean, obviously he said yes, but how? Where? Oh my god, I can’t believe you’re finally getting together!”
She claps a hand over her mouth when she accidentally shouts her last sentence.
“Em, come on,” I groan.
People are starting to arrive at the party. The handful of guests getting in one last weekend of camping come traipsing in from the grounds, and a few cars have pulled up beside the house. We’re all gathering out at the fire pit, where we’ve brought in extra picnic tables to load up with a buffet-style dinner.
A massive bonfire is crackling in the pit, with a huge pile of split logs stacked beside it. Fairy lights are strung from all the nearby trees, along with the sad excuse for an autumnal bunting that Emily, Kim, and Kennedy made.
I know I’m not one to talk unless I’m talking about bread, but those girls are not artists.
Kennedy is still in the A-frame with Kim, where the three of them split a bottle of wine while getting ready for the party together. I was invited too, but I knew I’d be too nervous about Scooter to act normal, and I’ve needed the past several hours to work up the nerve to tell my family Scooter is coming as my date tonight.
There’s also the fact that Kennedy is getting ready for her date with the canoe guide from Tofino, but I’m refusing to believe that’s a contributing factor to any of the weird things happening in my stomach.
Emily grabs my coat sleeve and drags me over to stand under the nearest fir tree, far enough from the crowd that she can talk in a normal voice without anyone hearing.
“Trish,” she says in her uber-condescending older sister voice that I so despise, “you can’t just not give me details about something like this. This is huge! I’m so happy for you, and I want to know everything.”
I roll my eyes. “It’s not like we’re freaking engaged. I asked him on one date. It’s not even a romantic evening or anything. We’re literally going to be surrounded by people all night.”
Emily crosses her arms over her chest. “It’s still a big deal. I—”
I’m saved by the arrival of Kim, who spots us after arriving at the bonfire pit and comes striding over.
“What are you two over here whispering about?” she asks with a grin.
She’s wearing a black tank top under a green and blue plaid shirt with the sleeves pushed up enough to reveal her collection of leather bracelets. It’s a pretty typical outfit for her, but she’s done something to slick her hair back, and I can smell some sort of woodsy perfume on her.
Emily forgets all about me at the sight of her girlfriend. She takes a step back and reaches to slide her arm around Kim’s waist, tugging her close.
“Oh, hey, baby,” Kim murmurs, her whole face lighting up as she rubs her hands up and down Emily’s sweater.
I make a gagging noise. “All righty, I’m gonna leave you two to it.”
Emily’s attention snaps back to me.
“Not so fast,” she orders before turning to Kim. “Trish asked Scooter out! He’s coming as her date tonight!”
Kim does a double-take and then squints at me with an expression I can’t read. She almost looks like she’s about to call my bluff. My stomach does a particularly violent back-flip, but she plasters a smile on her face a second later.
“Congratulations, Trish.” She reaches over to pat my arm like I’m a kid who just won the science fair. “Good for you!”
I let out a huff of air and concentrate on sounding normal. “Thank you, Kim.”
“So now we’ve all got dates,” she says, gesturing between the three of us. “Kennedy said Wendy was just coming down the road. She went out to show her where to park.”
Emily snickers. “I still can’t believe she turned falling out of a kayak into a date with the tour guide.”
Kim laughs too. “Yeah, that’s Kennedy for you. I just hope Wendy knows what she’s getting into. Kennedy already told her she’s leaving next week, but she’s still broken hearts under similar conditions before.”
My stomach lurches at the words ‘next week.’
I forgot she’d be gone that soon. Once she gets on that plane back to Toronto, I have no idea when the next time I’ll see her is.
For a moment, I feel like there’s no air left in the entire forest, like I’m suffocating under the weight of how soon she’ll be gone.
Which is fucking ridiculous.
I shake my head to clear it and then look up to find Kim and Emily giving me identical concerned looks.
“Just nervous,” I grit out through a clenched jaw.
“Awww!” Emily coos. “That’s adorable. I can’t wait to see the two of you together.”
“You see us together at the bar nearly every damn week,” I grumble.
“Yeah, but this is different!” she protests. “This is a daaaaate.”
I raise my eyes to the fir boughs before walking away to check on the food arrangements. With Kim to distract her, Emily doesn’t press me for information again. I’m left in peace to fret over whether or not I put too many cloves in the mulled wine. That keeps me busy for a good five minutes until the sound of laughter makes me turn to face a sight that nearly has me choking to death on Grenache.
Kennedy is walking into the party.
With Wendy.
And Scooter.
They’re on the other side of the bonfire. Heat rushes to my face as Kennedy tips her head back to laugh at something Scooter or Wendy said. I can’t tell who spoke because it’s physically impossible to take my eyes off Kennedy.
The fire reflects on the shiny waves she’s curled into her hair and glints on the rose gold frames of her glasses. Her lips are painted in a bright shade of coral red, and her eyes are rimmed with catty black liner. The orange flames cast her skin in a warm, bronzy glow all the way from her cheeks to the deep v-neck of the white t-shirt she has on under her green silk bomber jacket. Artfully torn jeans cling to her hips, and somehow, those ridiculous city girl boots of hers are the perfect addition to her outfit tonight.
She’s stunning. I can’t tell if the fire is lighting her up or if she’s setting the whole clearing ablaze just by standing there.
I want to know if her skin feels as soft as it looks. I want to know what it’s like to watch the waves of her hair slide between my fingers.
It’s too much.
It’s too much for me to want that. It’s too much for me to be that, to be whatever wanting that would mean.
I’ve worked so hard just to be accepted for all the things I already know I am. I don’t want to add anything else to the list.
My eyes sting, and I blame it on the smoke as I look down at the picnic table in front of me and start rearranging a cheese plate. I don’t look up when I hear a few people call out greetings to the trio that just arrived. I pretend I’m so engrossed in dairy products that I haven’t even noticed they’re here until Scooter walks up to the table.
“Trish. Hey.”
I give a slice of brie one last nudge and then clap my hands like I’m satisfied before looking up at him.
“Scooter, you’re—oh. Wow.”
He tried way harder than I did.
He’s wearing an actual button-up under his leather jacket, the dark blue shade pairing well with his jeans and biker boots. His hair is done up in a neat bun at the top of his head. The jet black strands look a little damp, like he had a shower just before driving over. The hint of stubble he’s usually got on his face has been shaved off, and he smells like ocean-scented aftershave.
He looks undeniably handsome, and I realize I’m flattered by the effort.
I wonder if you’re supposed to feel more than just flattered when you see the man who’s supposedly your dream guy all dressed up for your first date.
I smooth down the front of the burgundy sweater dress I’m wearing over a pair of fleece-lined tights. I have a plain waterproof jacket on top, and I’m wearing mud-splattered rain boots. I put on a swipe of mascara, but my hair is still in the same messy bun from after my nap.
“You look great,” I tell him, my voice coming out all weird and robot-like.
“So do you,” he answers. “That dress is very nice. I don’t think I’ve, uh, seen it before.”
To my relief, Scooter sounds like just as much of a robot as I do. Our movements are all jerky, and if anyone was listening in, I’m sure they’d wonder if we’d been replaced by androids.
“Oh, uh, yeah.” I smooth the dress down again just to have something to do with my hands. “Can I confess something?”
His forehead creases. “Of course.”
I lean in a little like I’m sharing a secret. “I honestly just grabbed the first thing in my closet that wasn’t leggings. Zero thought process went into this outfit whatsoever.”
He lets out a laugh that’s tinged with relief, and some of the awkwardness fades.
“That makes me feel better,” he tells me, “since I found this shirt crumpled in a ball under my bed. Not many occasions to wear button-ups out here.”
I squint at the shirt for a second and then smack his arm. “Here I was feeling bad I didn’t try harder, and now I see you didn’t even iron that thing!”
“I was in a rush!” he protests, making a show out of rubbing his arm.
My muscles begin to unclench, and I realize just how tense I’d gotten before his arrival. Maybe this could be better than I thought. When we’re joking around like this, it feels like this is just a regular old night with Scooter.
Then I hear a giggle and look over to see Kim and Emily watching us. Emily has practically got stars in her eyes.
“We should get a drink,” I blurt.
I glance at him and see he’s taking in Kim and Emily’s reaction with the same look of panic I am.
“Yeah,” he says with a nod. “I could use a drink.”



 

Chapter 12 

Trish

The rest of the night goes by like any other Three Rivers party: food is eaten, drinks are drunk, a fire is burned, and much merriment is had all around. The evening turns crisp enough to have everyone huddled up in coats and blankets once the sun goes down. The air smells like smoke and fir needles tinged with the sweet scents of mulled wine and hot apple cider.
A mug of wine warms my palms as I sit on a bench next to Scooter, listening to my dad tell a wildly exaggerated story about a giant fish he caught on his boat a few years ago.
“Its tail almost took Newt out!” he exclaims, reaching down to pet Newt where he lies curled at his feet. “Isn’t that right, boy?”
Newt thumps his tail in agreement, but I call his bluff.
“You brought that thing home for me to fry,” I remind him, “and it was barely more than two feet long, old man.”
He raises his bushy eyebrows. “Old man? Old man? I might be getting up there, but my memory’s not shot yet, daughter. That fish was exactly thirty-four inches long.”
I shake my head. “Oh no, it wasn’t. I remember you having this exact argument with Mom. She…”
The words die in my throat as I realize what I’ve said. The whole group seated at the fire goes quiet. I glance at Emily and see her watching my dad while she chews on her lip, bracing for his reaction.
He’s gotten much better, but there was a time when just the mention of Mom would send him into his room for the rest of the night, where he’d spend the next day with the door shut, only to leave and spend the next several days alone on his boat.
Tonight, he stares into the fire with his eyes unfocused for a few seconds before he blinks and then coughs.
“She never took my shit, did she?” he asks.
He doesn’t swear in front of his daughters very often. Emily and I exchange a shocked look that just gets even more shocked when he lets out a deep belly laugh.
“Ah, my Mary,” he mutters before he looks at me and grins. “You don’t take my shit either, Trish. You could argue with a rock and still win. Isn’t that right, Scooter?”
Scooter nods and chuckles. We’re sitting with a couple inches between us, but he leans over to nudge my shoulder with his.
“That’s right, Robert, and we wouldn’t have her any other way.”
I can feel everyone watching us, but I stare into the fire instead of looking around at all the approving nods and adoring glances.
I’ve heard the whispers about me and Scooter all night.
‘They’re here together. Like together together.’
‘Oh my god, finally.’
‘About time.’
‘What a perfect couple!’
No one is saying anything mean. No one is asking how a guy like him could be into a girl like me. I’ve finally reached a point in my life where the people around me believe it makes sense for the hot guy to want to date Trish Rivers. I’ve built a nice life for myself here, a safe life, a life where good things can happen to me.
I’ve built a life I fit, only now I’m not sure the box is the right shape for me anymore.
I keep staring at the dancing red and orange flames while somebody else pipes up with a fishing tale of their own.
I think back to what my dad said, to the way he smiled and said my mom’s name instead of disappearing inside himself like he used to.
He was right about my mom. She never took anyone’s shit, even if you brought her a bunch of crap about how much you thought your life totally sucked. She was the kind of mom who’d listen to you, validate you, and still somehow gently make you realize what a little turd you were being and how the sky was not, in fact, falling down on your head.
She’s the only person I’ve ever met who could do all those things at once, and as my body aches with just how bad I wish I could look up from the fire and see her sitting in an Adirondack chair all wrapped up in a blanket, I realize I’m the one disappearing inside myself tonight.
I don’t know how to be here. I don’t know how to do this. Every day, more pieces of me get snapped off into fragments, and all I want to do is shove them into someone else’s hands and have them teach me how to put myself back together.
I want to go back to the way things were.
I want life to feel as simple as it did when my sisters and I would run around this campground in our bare feet, hiding behind fir trees and getting sap all over our clothes. I want to forget about boys. I want to forget about girls. I want to forget everything that happened at culinary school and pretend I never thought I was good enough to live a life bigger than River’s Bend.
Only time doesn’t work like that. Even if I could erase the memories, I’m still here.
There’s still a boy beside me who I should be thinking about. There’s still a girl I shouldn’t be thinking about, a girl who disappeared with her date for a walk in the woods forty minutes ago.
There’s still the fact that I’m counting how long she’s been gone.
It’s all too much. It’s all boiling inside me, rising like hot steam until it feels like I won’t last another second without screaming.
I jump to my feet before I realize what I’m doing. Everyone turns to look at me, and I force myself to come up with an excuse.
“I, um, think I forgot to lock up at Riverview.”
I don’t stop to see if anyone buys the lie. I sidestep around the fire and dash away from the party. Darkness closes in, broken only by the light spilling out of the windows of the house. I pull my coat closed against the chill in the air.
Then I trip over a root and nearly face plant in the mud.
“Fucking hell,” I hiss, at the root and at myself as tears leak down my cheeks.
I have to make it to my car before I break down. I have to get out of here. I’ve only got to drive up the road to Riverview, and then I’ll curl up in the kitchen and let myself cry for real.
As soon as my eyes adjust enough for me to see my station wagon, I can’t hold back a screech of frustration.
I’m boxed in.
The lot is packed, and the narrow road out to the highway is lined with parked cars too. Emily and my dad’s trucks are no better off than my station wagon.
The only way I’d get out of here is by asking half a dozen people to move, and there’s no way I can go back and face the party.
I stumble over to my car anyway. The tears are picking up speed, and I know I’m about to start sobbing whether I like it or not. I fumble for the keys in my jacket pocket, and I’ve only just thrown myself into the driver’s seat and yanked the door shut when the first sob explodes out of me like a cannonball of grief.
I fold my arms over the steering wheel and bury my face in the crook of my elbow as the sobs keep coming in heaving gasps that shake me down to my bones. Tears slide down my sleeve, and my ribs ache as I fight for air.
Everything is pouring out of me like a bottle that’s lost its cork. All the frustration, anger, guilt, doubt, and fear that have been fermenting inside me where I’ve shoved them out of sight are fizzing their way to the top, and there’s nothing I can do to stop them.
So I don’t even try.
I let myself howl and wail and shake. I give myself over to the feelings. I let them take over my body and rage against me the way I’ve been raging against them for weeks.
By the time the sobs have subsided into sniffles, my throat is raw, and I’m pretty sure the steering wheel is covered in tears and snot. I lift my head, and the dark trees looming over the car spin for a moment before the world settles itself around me.
I’ve just leaned over to paw through the glove compartment for some tissues when a knock on the passenger side window makes me shriek.
“Sorry!” Scooter says, his voice muffled by the glass.
He motions between himself and the door handle. My heart is still racing from the shock of his silent appearance, and before I can think better of it, I nod.
He pulls the door open and leans down to peer into the car. As soon as he gets a look at my face, his eyes go wide.
“What happened?” he asks. “Trish, what’s wrong?”
I open my mouth as I search for an excuse, but my throat is all clogged up, and my eyes are starting to sting again.
I clamp my jaw shut and turn to stare out the windshield instead.
“I was gonna drive up to Riverview,” he says, “to make sure you were okay. I… Can I sit with you?”
His voice softens, and I know if I look at him or try to speak, I’ll cry, so I nod again.
He lowers himself into the passenger seat and shuts the door without a word. We sit there in the dark for what feels like a few minutes. The only light is the glare from the house’s porch light a few meters away. It casts deep shadows on Scooter’s features when I steal a glance at him out of the corner of my eye, and somehow, it’s easier to talk to him when I can’t quite see his face.
“I’m sorry,” I murmur, my voice thick and wobbly. “I just…I just miss my mom.”
It’s at least part of the truth.
“You don’t ever have to be sorry for that, Trish.”
A pang of guilt hits me in the stomach when he reaches into the open glove compartment and pulls out a wad of Tim Hortons napkins before passing them over to me.
He’s a good guy—a great guy, even. He deserves a girl who’s excited to go out with him, not terrified.
The guilt swells into panic as I turn my face away from him so I can clean myself up.
If I admit I don’t want to date him, I’ll have to face the reason why. I won’t be able to shove everything down and out of the way anymore. I won’t be able to put the cork back in.
My heart pounds in my chest, and my ribcage feels like it’s being squeezed. Blood rushes in my ears as I turn back to Scooter and force myself to meet his gaze.
I have to try.
I have to try to make this work with him. Maybe if I try, life will start to make sense again.
“Scooter.” My voice is barely more than a whisper. “Will you kiss me?”
He blinks, his mouth falling open in surprise.
I drop my gaze to his lips, and the squeezing around my chest gets even tighter. My lungs won’t fill up all the way, and there’s a noise like an alarm siren blaring in the back of my mind that gets louder and more insistent as I lean in closer towards him, but I can’t stop.
I have to try.
I’m leaning over the console now, and I hover with my mouth just a couple inches away from his, waiting for him to close the gap.
I feel the warmth of his breath on my lips, and I squeeze my eyes shut. All my muscles go rigid. Even my heart seems to pause for a beat before I feel the faint brush of his mouth on mine.
It’s the barest hint of a kiss. After a second, I press my lips a little harder against his, waiting to feel something, waiting for sparks or flames or even the tiniest little pinprick of heat as I sit in my car with my face glued to the guy I’m supposed to have been crushing on for years.
Nothing happens.
It doesn’t feel like we’re kissing at all; it’s more like we’re playing some weird game that involves sustained mouth-to-mouth contact, or maybe making good on a ridiculous dare just to prove we’re not chicken.
It feels like I’m kissing Scooter, my friend, the guy I like to joke around with and pretend to be annoyed by, the guy I can count on for a laugh and some entertaining banter on a boring, rainy afternoon.
We still haven’t moved. We’re both sitting completely still, no part of us touching except our motionless mouths.
Another second passes, and then a trembling starts in my stomach. I worry it’s the beginning of another sob before I recognize the sensation for what it is: a laugh.
With a snap like someone’s flicked on a light switch, the whole situation is suddenly so funny I can’t keep myself from pulling back and letting out a full-on donkey snort just a few inches away from Scooter’s face.
I clamp my hands over my mouth, but I can’t stop. My shoulders shake, obnoxious guffaws bursting past my fingers.
Scooter looks like someone has hit him over the back of the head with a frying pan. He gawks at me, his lips still slightly pursed from the kiss, and that just makes the whole thing even funnier. I give up on any pretense and drop my hands so I can clutch my stomach while I double over, smacking the steering wheel as the laugh attack takes over full force.
That seems to snap Scooter out of his daze, and then he’s laughing too, so hard he starts wheezing while a couple tears leak from the corners of his eyes.
“Th-that w-was so-so-so awkward,” he gets out between gasps for air.
“I know,” I splutter, trying to straighten up and then hunching over again when my abs protest. “W-we were like-like-like fish!”
I purse my lips into my best fish impression, and I can only hold it for a second before we’re both giggling like maniacs again.
“Like dead fish!” I add when I can speak again. “What the fuck even was that?”
Scooter gawks at me. “Excuse me? You were a dead fish too.”
I flap my hands, still fighting for air as the laughs finally start to subside. “I know! I know! It was so bad. Why were we so bad at that?”
He shakes his head, chuckling. “God, I’m so glad you agree. That felt…”
“Weird,” I finish for him.
He nods. “So weird.”
Relief washes over me at the assurance of a complete and mutual lack of chemistry, but my nerves haven’t settled. Scooter looks out the windshield while he works his jaw like he wants to say something, and I brace for him to suggest we try again.
“Trish, I…”
He’s still staring straight ahead, and I’m glad he can’t see me wincing.
“I think you’re great,” he continues. “No, scratch that. I think you’re amazing, and even though we give each other shit pretty much non-stop, you’re…well, you’re one of my favourite people in River’s Bend, but…”
Something in my chest flutters as he trails off into silence, and I try not to think about what it means to be fluttering with hope at the thought of a guy not liking me.
“But I don’t think we…that we…” He rips his gaze from the dark trees before gesturing between the two of us. “I don’t think we’re meant to be…this.”
His shoulders slump as he blows out a breath.
“But it’s totally me, not you!” he rushes to add. “Seriously. Any guy would be lucky to date you, and I’ve honestly thought about it hundreds of times. I mean, everyone wants us to date, and you’re hilarious, and we get along, and you’re, like, an absolute babe, and—”
I squawk. “Did you just use the phrase absolute babe?”
“Stop making fun of me!” he orders. “I’m nervous! I’m trying to tell you I think you’re really hot, but we’re just not…”
He trails off again, and we sit there for a moment before I say the words for him.
“Right for each other.”
He nods, his lips pressed into a thin line. “Yeah, and I…I don’t think I’d fully accepted we weren’t going to work out until tonight. I… It’s just, I can see why people keep saying we’d be perfect. We make so much sense on paper, and I…I wanted it to work. I wanted to work. I…”
I squint at him as he stammers the words that are so close to what I’ve been thinking all night.
“Scooter.” I lay my hand on his shoulder and lower my voice, giving him the words I wish someone would give to me. “You know you can talk to me, right?”
He lets out a long sigh and turns to face the windshield again, squeezing his hands together in his lap.
“It’s just…I’ve always had a hard time figuring out where I fit in,” he says. “When I showed up in River’s Bend for the first time, I wasn’t just on holiday. I was…running. I was supposed to start med school a couple months later. It’s what I’d been planning on my whole life. It’s what everyone wanted for me. It’s what I thought I wanted too.”
I blink as his words sink in. All I knew about Scooter’s life before River’s Bend is that he grew up in Vancouver and took a solo motorcycle trip to the island to get a break from the city, then never looked back after falling in love with River’s Bend.
“Then I found this place, and it all felt right in a way nothing ever had before, and I just wanted it to work out so bad.”
His voice cracks, and I wonder if I should hug him.
“I wanted to belong here,” he says. “I didn’t just want to be that guy from the city. Plus, I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but there are like, ten people who aren’t white in this whole town, and being the half-Asian guy is just another part of me that’s never really fit in anywhere.”
His words hang heavy in the air. I knew it couldn’t have been easy for him, going from a city as diverse as Vancouver to this, but for the first time, I realize just how isolating that must be, no matter how much time passes or how big of a part of the town he becomes.
“I’ve always been trying not to stick out too much,” he says, “to just go along with things and hope that’s enough, and…and I really don’t want you to take this the wrong way, but I think I’ve kind of been trying to make myself want us to happen because everybody else wants it too, because if I’m with you, then…”
He lowers his gaze to the console between us, and that’s when it hits me.
“Then you’re dating one of the Rivers girls,” I guess, “and how could anyone possibly question if you belong here then?”
He grimaces and then nods, eyes still glued to the console. “Yeah.”
I feel a pang in my stomach as I realize just how deep all this goes for him.
“Scooter, I’m not mad,” I rush to assure him. “I’m just sorry I never realized how hard all that would be for you. I’m sorry you’ve had to face it all alone.”
He shrugs again. “It’s not like anyone’s ever actually questioned me being here, at least not to my face, and I know everyone means well, but almost no one in this town knows what it’s like for people to see you as different the second anyone looks at you.”
I take a moment to process his words, to really hear them, before I lean in a little closer.
“I’m here to listen whenever you need, okay? And you never need to apologize for how you feel.”
He lets out a raspy chuckle. “I do feel like I need to apologize to you. I mean, I basically just admitted I thought I should date you for clout.”
“Yeah, well, I…”
I don’t know how to tell him I did pretty much the exact same thing. I don’t even know how to admit all the reasons I asked him out to myself, but I start with the one that’s easiest to put into words.
“I thought if I dated the hot guy, I’d be extra safe from being nothing but the loud fat girl who bakes good cookies, so honestly, I was ready to use you for clout too.”
“Trish…”
He sucks in a breath, and I brace for him to say the words people always say when I talk about my weight:
You’re not fat. You’re beautiful.
It’s the poisonous reassurance I’ve been hearing my whole life, the ugly truth wrapped up in a pretty bow: to most people, I can’t be fat and beautiful. To them, I can only look good despite my size, not because of it.
Only Scooter doesn’t say anything like that.
“You know I really do think you’re an absolute babe, right?” he says instead. “And I’m far from the only one.”
He gives me a soft smile, and I wish it didn’t matter so much to have the hottest guy in town’s approval. I wish just the thought of him liking my body didn’t have my eyes pricking with tears, but I’m tired and confused and just cried until my throat went raw, so if the heartthrob of River’s Bend wants to tell me I’m a babe, I’m going to let it be a win for me tonight.
“Thanks,” I say, smiling back at him.
I look away for a second to swipe at my eyes.
“I know it’s not at all the same thing,” I tell him, “and of course I’ll never go through the things you do, but if it helps, I can at least relate to feeling like you’ve got something to prove just because of the way you look.”
He nods a few times before he speaks. “Yeah. It fucking sucks, right?”
I nod too. “Yeah. It does.”
We sit there in silence for another few moments, and I realize some of the pressure erupting in me has fizzled out.
“Goddammit,” I say with a groan. “Why are we cursed to kiss like dead fish? This would be so much easier if we could just date each other.”
He chuckles as I bang on the rim of the steering wheel a few times. “Yeah, it really would.”
I hear the house door slam shut, probably from someone heading in to use the bathroom, and I wonder just how long I’ve been out here. It’s almost like this station wagon has become a little bubble suspended in time, and my chest tightens as I consider what might happen when it pops.
“We’re still going to be friends, right?” I ask, unable to keep the nervous edge out of my voice. “Is it going to be super weird between us now?”
Scooter scrunches his eyebrows up like he’s considering the possibility too, and my chest constricts even more.
I can’t add losing our friendship to the pile of stressful shit currently desecrating my life.
“As long as we don’t try to kiss again, I think we’ll be fine.”
He sucks his cheeks in and purses his lips, leaning in towards me until I shriek and bat him away.
“Ugh, yeah. Nothing could be weirder than that kiss,” I say once he’s knocked it off.
We both chuckle before lapsing into silence.
“Thanks, uh, for listening,” he says after a moment. “It helped. I just hope you know I still plan on us giving each other shit like usual.”
I give his shoulder a shove. “I wouldn’t have it any other way, you egotistical fry-slinger.”
He gives my arm a light jab with his elbow. “Sounds good to me, Miss Pillsbury.”
A flare of genuine rage makes me twist in my seat to loom over him.
“Pillsbury?” I shriek. “Pillsbury? Don’t you dare ever compare my artistry to anything that comes in a cardboard canister ever again.”
He smirks. “No promises. So, I think we should maybe head back to the fire and let everyone know we haven’t been kidnapped.”
I scoff. “Kidnapped? They probably think we’re making out at Riverview.”
His face falls. “Shit, you’re right. How are we supposed to tell them all the date didn’t work out?”
I shrug. “We’ll think of something. I’m sure they’ll believe you comparing my baking to Pillsbury was a step too far and that I will never view you as a potential love interest ever again.”
He chuckles and reaches for his door handle, but I stay in my seat.
My head is spinning from everything I’ve thought, said, and felt since I got in this station wagon, and even the thought of facing half the town tonight is enough to make the car feel like it’s spinning too.
“I, um…I don’t think I can go back out there,” I admit. “I’m still…I’m still feeling bad about my mom, and I think I just want to go to bed.”
There’s way more on my mind than Mom, but that seems like the safest excuse.
“Of course,” he says. “I don’t mind going by myself. To be honest, I could use another beer.”
My shoulders slump with relief.
“Plus, if you go back there alone, it will make it extra convincing when we start telling everyone we had a terrible date,” I tell him.
He laughs as he climbs out of the car, and I follow after him.
“Do you want me to walk you to the house or anything?” he asks.
“I’m good. I think I’ll stay out here for another minute and then go in. The air feels nice.”
He nods. “Okay. Well, um, good night, and thanks for listening…dead fish.”
“Thanks, dead fish,” I echo with a chuckle.
I stare after him, watching until he disappears around the edge of the house. I can hear the distant sound of laughter and voices from the party, along with the familiar cracks and snaps of the forest at night.
I try to let the nighttime air soothe me, but it’s no use.
I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t date Scooter, and out here alone in the dark, it’s clearer to me than ever before.
It’s not just Scooter. It’s every guy I’ve ever kissed, every guy I’ve ever slept with.
I’ve never felt the spark with any of them. I’ve never been with anyone I needed, so bad I ached to have their skin on my skin, their mouth on my mouth, their body moving with mine.
I’ve only ever imagined what that might feel like, and I think maybe I’ve been imagining it with the wrong kind of people all along.
I can’t feel the ground under my feet as I walk over to the house. I know I open the door, but I feel like I pass straight through it, like a ghost travelling through the only home I’ve ever known.
I glide into the kitchen, the place I can always go to feel like myself. I don’t turn any lights on. I listen to the familiar hum of the refrigerator, and I realize that even here, in the first kitchen I ever cooked in, the place where I taught myself how to bake bread, ice cakes, and combine flavours in ways no one else has ever thought of, I don’t know who I am anymore.
Even here, I don’t make sense.
I crumple to the floor, and I cry even harder than I did in my car.



 

Chapter 13 

Kennedy

Iwatch Wendy’s taillights disappear up the road to the highway and shake my head once she’s gone.
“Well,” I say into the darkness around me, “that was the weirdest date I’ve ever been on in my life.”
I had no idea a person could be so obsessed with kayaks. I guess I didn’t notice when we were literally on a kayaking tour and it made sense that every second sentence she said was about kayaking, but when the same thing happened here on land at a party, I figured Wendy was just nervous or waiting for me to share some interests of my own. When that didn’t help, I thought maybe a romantic moonlit stroll around the campground might help her loosen up.
It did, but not in the way I expected.
Turns out Wendy has an ‘erotic connection’ with her kayak and used our time alone to explain what that entails in a level of detail I’m still not sure how to process.
“At least I had a date,” I mutter as I stumble my way up the dirt road back to the house.
Wendy only parked a little ways down the road, but I still pick up my pace when I realize just how dark the woods are this late at night. I bust into a full-out jog when I hear a twig snap.
I suppose whatever animals might be lurking out here can’t be a worse threat than the late-night creeps of Toronto, but I don’t want to face one to find out.
I reach the circle of illumination cast by the porch light and consider walking back around to the fire, but now that Wendy’s gone, I don’t have anything to distract me from the one thing I’m not supposed to be thinking about.
You’d think stories about weird masturbation rituals performed in a kayak would do the trick, but no, even that wasn’t enough to banish Trish from my thoughts. Just imagining sitting across from her at the fire already has my stomach churning.
She’s probably even more cuddled up with Scooter by now, and the fact that I shouldn’t care somehow makes it even harder not to.
I’m just so fucking frustrated with myself. All I’ve done is talk to her a few times, and I’m acting like some lovesick teenager. I haven’t been this hung up on a girl in years.
I aim a kick at a rock sitting next to the porch steps and yelp before bellowing a string of curses as pain ricochets up my leg.
Note to self: rocks are harder than they look.
“God fucking dammit,” I mutter as I hop around on one foot, waiting for the worst to pass.
When I no longer feel like my toes have been smashed to bits, I hobble up the porch steps and head for the door. My foot throbs as I head for the kitchen to grab some ice from the freezer. The whole inside of the house is dark. I have no idea where the kitchen light switch is, but I can make out the shape of the fridge. I’m stepping across the room towards it when my shins bump up against something soft in the middle of the floor.
I scream, glancing down in time to make out the shape of a person before I tumble down on top of them.
I land with my hands splayed on the floor, my chest pressed to the cold tiles and my legs lying across the person’s lap.
“WHAT THE FUCK?” I shout.
“I’M SORRY!” the person screams back.
I roll onto my back, extracting my legs as my head spins from the shock of the past five seconds. I blink to make my eyes adjust to the darkness and then gasp when I realize who I just fell on.
“Trish! What the hell are you doing on the floor in the dark?”
“I, uh…”
Her voice is raspy, and as I squint at her, I realize she’s crying—or rather, she was crying. I seem to have shocked her out of the tears.
A wave of concern washes over me, and I push myself up to a sitting position so I can face her.
“I thought if I stayed quiet, you wouldn’t notice me, but then you started coming into the kitchen, and, well, this happened.” She motions between the two of us. “Are you okay? Did you get hurt?”
My foot is still throbbing, but I shake my head.
“I’m fine, but you didn’t answer my question.”
She looks down at her lap. “Uh…”
I’m about to tell her she doesn’t have to explain it to me, but then I’m hit with a realization that makes bile rise in my throat.
“Wait, did he do something?” I ask, my voice low and simmering with the start of a rage that surprises even me with its force. “Trish, did he hurt you?”
If that jackass so much as tried to hurt her, I’m going to burn his entire fucking bar to the ground before I even get started with him.
“Huh?”
She blinks like she has no idea who I’m talking about.
“Ohhh,” she says after a second. “Oh, god, no. Not at all. No, it’s nothing like that.”
I tilt my head, forcing myself to stay calm. If something happened, I want to help her, and turning into a raging inferno of justice is probably not what she needs.
She chews on her lip for a moment before she lets out a long sigh.
“We, um…we ended things. We realized it’s not going to work out.”
My face goes slack. I feel like someone’s just blasted me with a fire extinguisher. I open and close my mouth a few times, and when I do speak, all I can manage is, “Oh.”
She nods, and I realize I should probably express some sympathy.
“I’m sorry,” I add. “That sucks.”
“It’s okay.” Her shoulders curl in, and she sniffles. “It was for the best.”
“Do you…want to talk about it?”
I wince as I say the words. I told myself I wasn’t going to end up in this position, but here I am falling into another cliché moment of comforting the girl I can’t have about some guy who’s stupid enough not to want her.
“There’s not much to say. I just…I just didn’t like him like that.”
She shivers, and my eyebrows jump up in surprise.
That is not where I thought this was going.
“I wanted to,” she adds, her voice getting quieter and quieter, like she’s admitting a secret, “but I just…couldn’t.”
I realize I’ve leaned in closer to hear her. She’s staring straight at me, her eyes glinting in the dark, and I’m suddenly aware of every inch of space between us.
My body is urging me to close that space, to find out what she’d do if I leaned over and traced my lips up the curve of her neck, but my body is stupid.
She doesn’t want this. She’s proven it again and again.
We keep watching each other, nothing but our shallow breaths filling the silence. Desperation claws at my insides, scraping me raw, reminding me of how hollow I’ve felt for months now, how nothing has made me feel like enough.
I don’t need another reminder. I don’t need Trish inching towards me just to turn back yet again.
I still don’t pull away. I still hover where I am, kneeling in front of her on the cold tiles, watching as her gaze drifts down to my mouth.
Her breathing gets faster, her chest heaving, and all I can think about are all the parts of her I want to touch—with my hands, with my mouth, with whatever she’ll let me use to get close to her.
It doesn’t make any sense. I barely know her, but I can’t stop wanting to know her.
She tilts her head, and a lock of hair that’s escaped her bun falls forward into her eyes. She leans closer, close enough that I hold my breath and start to tilt my head too.
I’m just about to let my eyes drift closed when she rears back, alarm flashing on her face as she scoots back on the floor tiles like she’s scared of catching something contagious.
My stomach turns to ice at the same time my face burns with heat.
Stupid. So stupid.
I can’t look at her. My throat burns too, and I cough to clear it as I prepare to get to my feet.
“Wh-where’s Wendy?” she blurts, her voice quiet and shaky.
It takes me half a second to remember who Wendy even is.
“Oh,” I say. “She’s gone. We also didn’t work out. It was a pretty bad date.”
“Oh,” Trish echoes. “I’m sorry.”
I shrug, still avoiding her eyes as my face continues to flame. “It’s fine. I wasn’t, like, invested in it.”
The atmosphere in the kitchen is heavy, thick with something I can’t put a name to, and even though I want to get up and leave, the weight keeps me pinned in place on the floor.
We’re silent for another few moments, until Trish says something that slices me like a knife to the gut.
“H-how did you know you were a…a lesbian?”
It’s the hesitation that does it, like just saying the word ‘lesbian’ is provoking some elephant in the room we’re supposed to avoid.
I expected better. She has two queer sisters. She should at least be able to say the word without being awkward about it, and she should know better than to ask the same tired, obvious questions we’ve all been hearing for years.
I didn’t think she’d be someone I had to throw my usual response at, but I do.
“Well, Trish, how did you know you were straight?”
The stabbing disappointment is enough to spur me up to my feet when she doesn’t say anything in response. I’m about to turn and head out of the kitchen, but she murmurs something that stops me in my tracks, so quiet I almost miss the words.
“I don’t.”
I look down at her, at the way her hands are gripping her shins while she pulls her knees tight to her chest, her eyes wide and unfocused, and I realize I’ve never seen someone look so lost.
“I don’t know that,” she says, her voice cracking. “I…I don’t think I’ve ever known that.”
Her face crumples, and then she’s crying again, violent sobs wracking her body like they’re trying to tear her apart.
I drop to my knees and throw my arms around her, squeezing her tight to my chest.
“Hey. Hey, it’s okay,” I murmur while she shakes in my arms. “It’s okay. I…I’ve got you.”
I don’t know what else to say. I can’t leave her alone like this. I don’t want to leave her alone. I know I’m way out of my depth here, way past anything I expected this night or even this whole trip to turn into, but whatever it means and whatever the consequences might be, I don’t want to let her go.
So I hold her. I hold her until her sobs turn into sniffles and she’s able to take deep breaths. I’ve only just loosened my grip on her when she says something that makes me freeze all over again.
“I lied to you.”
I blink, my spine going rigid.
“What?”
“I wasn’t sleeping with Scooter,” she says, her voice still thick from crying. “We’ve only ever been friends. I only asked him out this afternoon. I…I don’t even know why. I…”
She trails off and straightens up a little. I let my arms fall to my sides but stay kneeling beside her.
“No, that’s a lie too.” She shakes her head, and her voice gets steadier. “I know why.”
She takes a deep breath, staring across the kitchen, and I can tell she’s saying this as much for herself as she is for me.
“I did it because I thought I could force myself into it. I thought I could make myself fit, that it would get easier if I just tried, but…but it’s never gotten easier.”
Other people might need to ask her what she’s talking about, but I know the words. I know the feelings. I’ve been where she’s been.
“I know.”
She turns to look at me like she’s only just remembered I’m here. “You do?”
“Yeah.” I nod. “We all know. We all try. Every single queer person on this planet has tried to be straight at one point or another. I’m sure your sisters would tell you the same thing.”
She flinches when I mention her sisters, and I can’t stop myself from asking.
“Do they know?”
She shakes her head. Her bottom lip trembles, and her voice drops to a whisper again.
“No. No, I haven’t told anyone. I don’t even know what I would tell them. I…”
She shakes her head again, her face pinched, and I decide to settle myself into a more comfortable position. It’s clear there are some things she needs to hear, and I guess I’m going to be the one to say them.
“You know everybody would still love you, right?” I begin. “That wouldn’t change, just like it didn’t for Emily and Clover. They—”
“It’s not the same.”
The words are sharp, almost bitter, and I can’t keep the shock off my face. She glances at me and then takes a shuddering breath.
“It’s not the same for me,” she says, softer this time. “I’m…I’m not even sure why I’m…I’m…”
I fight to keep my jaw from dropping. For someone with two queer sisters, she’s sure got a lot of heteronormativity pent up about this.
“There doesn’t have to be a why,” I say, as gently as I can manage. “There isn’t a why. I mean, forgive me, but Lady Gaga wrote ‘Born This Way’ for a reason.”
I chuckle, but she doesn’t join in. If anything, she just gets more distraught.
“But it doesn’t make sense!” She digs her fingers into her hair, clawing more locks out of her disheveled bun. “I know I wouldn’t get kicked out of my family or run out of town. Both my sisters came out forever ago. So why have I spent twenty-six years living one way if it’s not…if I’m not…? I mean, I can’t be. I wouldn’t have been able to keep it up this long if that were true. I—”
“Trish, there’s no age limit for coming out.”
She blinks at me.
“But isn’t there?” she asks after a moment. “I mean, no one says it, not to your face, but…”
I want to protest. I want to tell her she’s wrong, but even if it’s true there’s no actual limit, there is some undefined point where people start to ask you the exact same questions she’s asking herself—and it’s not just straight people.
I’ve seen plenty of queer people ask how someone could possibly realize they’re a lesbian after marrying a man, or getting engaged to one, or even just dating men for long enough.
I never had to face that myself. I’ve never had to wonder just how different coming out would be if I’d done it a decade later than I did.
Trish opens and closes her mouth a few times, like she’s working out what to say, and then she mutters something that makes it impossible for me to stay calm.
“Even my therapist said I would have known by now if I actually liked girls.”
“What?” I shriek.
She jerks, startled. Her eyes widen when she sees whatever my face is doing in response to all the rage boiling in my blood, but I need to hear her say it again, because there’s no way that’s really what’s going on here.
“Trish, your therapist said what?”
She shrinks back like I’m a teacher that’s about to send her to detention.
“Well, she’s not my therapist anymore,” she squeaks.
I take a deep breath and do my best to tone it down.
“Good. Now, can you please explain how and why she said that to you?” I force myself to pause and suck in another deep breath. “I mean, if you want to.”
She hesitates, and then all the resistance seems to drain out of her like a floodgate being thrown open. She shuffles backwards until her back is pressed to the stove.
“Okay. So.”
She closes her eyes for a second, and then her story starts pouring out of her.
“I started seeing a therapist after I dropped out of culinary school and moved back home. It…it was a hard time in my life. Some, uh, bad things happened while I lived in Vancouver—not like, terrible, but uh…well, I had this teacher…”
Something about the way she says ‘teacher’ makes a shard of ice shoot up my spine, and I hope I’m wrong. I hope I don’t know what’s coming next.
“I didn’t really make friends in Vancouver,” she continues. “I was like, the country bumpkin, and all the other students were these freaking sharks desperate to climb up the food chain. I just wanted to learn how to cook, but they… Well, I didn’t fit in, and I started doing poorly in all my classes because I felt so isolated, except for with this one teacher. He kind of took me under his wing. He believed in me. He made me believe I deserved to be there, even when everyone else didn’t.”
I want to wrap my arms around her again, but she’s back to staring across the room and speaking like she needs to say these words for own sake, so I stay still and let her continue uninterrupted.
“He spent some extra time with me, helped me catch up, and I…I knew people had started talking about us. I knew what they all thought, but it wasn’t like that. He was never like that with me until…”
Her voice cracks, and this time I can’t hold back. I shift closer and hover my hand over hers.
“Trish…”
She takes my hand and squeezes.
“This one night, it was just us in the building, and…and he asked if I was ready to pay him back for the extra lessons. I thought he was joking around. I asked if he wanted a special cake or something, and he said… He just looked at me, and he said a blowjob would be nice.”
My stomach churns, my skin pricks with sweat, and I swear the whole kitchen flashes red.
“Just like that.” Her voice has gone flat. “He just said it, like it was obvious, like I was stupid to think there was any other reason he could have possibly wanted to help me, and…and I felt so stupid, so fucking stupid, because everyone else saw it coming. Everyone except me.”
She shakes her head, and she seems to come back to herself a little.
“I left. Thank god he let me leave the room. I dropped out the next day. I…I was kind of messed up for a while. My…my mom was the one who helped me look for a therapist.”
Her bottom lip trembles again at the mention of her mom, but she sniffs and keeps talking.
“So yeah, I talked through everything with this therapist I found. I was also, um, questioning some things about sexuality, and my therapist came to the conclusion that my interest in women was probably a trauma response to feeling unsafe around men, as well as some unresolved self-esteem issues and some confusion brought on by both my sisters coming out, which…well, it all checks out.”
She shrugs like that was a description of a perfectly sound and acceptable conclusion for a professional to make, and it’s that shrug that pushes me over the edge.
“Jesus Christ.”
She jumps again. I’m working so hard to control myself that I’m shaking.
“I’m trying really hard not to get up and smash all the plates in this kitchen,” I say, keeping my voice low to try and avoid yelling again, “because that…that is the most fucked up pack of bullshit I’ve ever heard in my life. You’re telling me a licensed therapist actually told you being a lesbian is a trauma response to men?”
Trish chews on her lip for a moment while she stares at me like I’m a bomb in need of diffusing.
That’s pretty close to how I feel after hearing what she’s been through.
“I mean, I don’t think she was talking about all lesbians,” she says. “She just pointed out that it makes sense for me. I’ve always been insecure about guys, and—”
“It does not make sense,” I blurt. “It does not make sense for anyone. Straight people have been trying to make us buy that shit for centuries, Trish, and it’s always bullshit. It’s okay if you don’t know who you like. That doesn’t mean it’s about who your sisters like, or men who were awful to you, or your self-esteem. It just means you’re figuring yourself out, and that takes as long as it takes.”
My shoulders slump, and the fiery desire to throw things fades into a cold, dull ache.
I ache for her—for all she’s been through, for everything that’s left her crying on this floor while what could have been something joyful for her gets crushed by the weight of all those lies.
“I want to believe that,” she whispers, “but it’s scary.”
I swallow past the lump in my throat.
“Yeah.” I nod. “It is scary.”
I wish it weren’t the truth, but I’ve never met anyone who wasn’t at least a little scared to discover this part of themselves.
“It’s okay to be scared.”
I hold out my hand again. She threads her fingers through mine, her palm soft and warm, and it’s the last thing I should be thinking about, but I can’t help wondering what it would feel like to trace my lips along her knuckles, to see her bottom lip shake for completely different reasons.
She squeezes my hand and takes a few steadying breaths before she asks, “When did you come out?”
I suck in a breath as I’m pulled back to reality.
“If you don’t mind me asking,” she adds.
I shake my head. “No, no, that’s fine. Of course. I came out in high school. I was in grade eleven.”
She looks at me like she’s waiting for the rest of the story, so I give her the Cliffs Notes version of the saga of my first relationship with a girl.
“This girl I was in drama club with had a crush on me. She was already out, and everyone knew she liked me. I thought I was just flattered, but then we got assigned as scene partners, and one thing led to another, and…well, turns out I’m a lesbian. We dated for a while, but then she got really serious with this theatre company outside of school, and we both realized she didn’t have time for a relationship anymore. We ended on good terms, though, and I don’t know how long it would have taken me to figure it out without her.”
I leave out the fact that I was aiming to be part of that theatre company too, that we had all these huge plans to take on the world together after high school. That was before I flunked the company’s audition and decided my parents were right about acting not being worth it after all.
Trish gives me a soft smile. “That’s cute.”
I push the memories aside and grin back. “Yeah, it was pretty cute.”
I almost forgot we were still holding hands while I told the story, but then her fingers twitch under mine.
“There’s another reason I lied to you about Scooter.”
My heart thuds so loud in my chest I’m sure she must be able to hear it.
“That morning on the porch,” she murmurs, “and that day we broke into the theatre, and… Well, honestly there’s been a moment like that every day since I met you, and normally, I can talk myself out of what I feel when I feel this way about…about a girl, but I can’t do it with you. Trust me, I’ve tried, and I…I can’t. I don’t know what that means.”
My head spins. My body is telling me to lean in, to claim the kiss that’s been hovering between us for days now, but I can’t ignore the rest of this situation.
We’re still sitting in the dark on the kitchen floor. She’s still got tears drying on her cheeks. Hell, she was just on a date with someone else twenty minutes ago. I was on a date with someone else. It’s a lot for one night.
That’s not to mention the fact that she’s just shared some seriously traumatic things with me. She’s trusted me with her story. Her defenses are down. She’s vulnerable, and she’s only just figuring out what she even wants after years of believing she wasn’t allowed to have it.
She must see the hesitation in my face; she winces and starts to pull her hand away.
“But I know you don’t—”
I squeeze her fingers to keep them in my grip.
“I do.”
She lets out a soft gasp that makes not grabbing her face and kissing her the hardest thing I’ve ever done. I could sell five condos with less effort than it takes to not touch Trish Rivers.
“I feel it too,” I tell her, still squeezing her hand “I…I fell out of a fucking boat trying to race your fake boyfriend just to impress you, Trish. I obviously feel it.”
She chuckles, and the sound is frantic, which is exactly how I feel. I don’t know how her mouth got so much closer to mine. I don’t remember either of us moving, but somehow, we’re only a breath apart.
I can see the flutter of her eyelashes even in the darkness of the kitchen as she lets her eyes drift closed.
She smells like smoke and sugar, and I bet she tastes like it too.
I want to know what she tastes like.
It’s the last thing I think before I jolt backwards, releasing her hand and scrambling along the tiles to put some space between us.
“We shouldn’t,” I say on a gasp.
She blinks her eyes open and peers at me with a mix of confusion and hurt that hits me square in the chest.
“Did I do something wrong? I—”
“No,” I cut her off. “No, it’s not that.”
I take a few heaving breaths. There’s not enough oxygen left in the room.
“Trish, you’re…you’re going through a lot right now. I mean, no judgment at all, but I literally just found you crying on the kitchen floor, and I…I don’t want to be the person who takes advantage of that.”
She gawks at me. “Takes advantage? Kennedy, I’m not some helpless milkmaid stranded on the side of the road. I…I want…I…”
“You’re not even ready to say it,” I murmur.
Her face falls, and that bottom lip comes dangerously close to trembling again.
“And that’s fine!” I add. “There’s nothing wrong with that, but… Look, I just think you need some time to sit with all this, and if…if you need someone to sit with you, I’ll be that person.”
She presses her lips together, her throat bobbing, and for a second, I think she’s going to argue.
I don’t think I’ll be able to fight back if she argues, and I don’t think I’ll be able to forgive myself if I don’t stand my ground.
“Okay.” She nods. It’s hard to tell in the darkness, but I think her eyes mist over. “I could…I could really use someone like that right now.”
Without another word, we find our way back to each other, leaning against the cupboards side by side while I slide my arm over her shoulders. She stiffens for a moment, and then she rests her head on me.
She still smells like that bittersweet mix of sugar and smoke, but instead of pulling her even closer, I stay still, and I let this be enough.



 

Chapter 14 

Kennedy

Iwake up with a start, sitting bolt upright in bed as a screeching sound assaults my eardrums.
I tear the patchwork quilt off me and jump to my feet, scanning the bedroom for danger while I flail for my phone on the nightstand like it’s some kind of weapon. My eyes are still bleary with sleep, and it’s only after I’ve blinked a few times that I realize what the sound is.
Crows.
More specifically, a flock of noisy crows being screamed at by one Trish Rivers.
The corners of my lips turn up as I make out some of the words she’s saying, her shrieks muffled by the log walls of the house.
“BACK TO THE VOID FROM WHENCE YOU CAME! YOU WILL DARKEN MY DOOR NO LONGER, FERAL BEASTS!”
This isn’t the first time Trish has gone head to head with the crows during my visit, but it’s the first time I’ve let myself admit her deafening threats are actually pretty hilarious and not just a horrifying way to be pulled out of sleep.
She spends a few more moments shouting phrases fit for an enraged medieval peasant woman before I hear the front door swing shut, followed by some muttered curses and scuffling sounds as she kicks her shoes off and heads for the kitchen. I sit back down on my bed, my ears straining to catch the song she’s now humming as she makes coffee. I can’t pick up on the melody, but I’d bet money it’s by Tim McGraw.
I’m smiling even wider now, my bare feet swishing over the floorboards as I swing my legs like a middle schooler with a crush. As soon as I look up and catch my reflection in the antique vanity across the room, the grin drops off my face.
I’m not a middle schooler. I’m not supposed to be sitting here all giddy and dopey-looking while I contemplate sneaking up on Trish in the kitchen like a preteen boy who doesn’t know how to flirt.
I’m not supposed to be flirting at all.
The longer I laid awake last night thinking about what happened with Trish in the kitchen yesterday, the more I realized how imperative it is I don’t let this go any farther than it already has.
When I held her and let her pour her heart out to me while we huddled on the floor, something clicked into place deep inside my chest. Seeing her with all her defenses lowered made me realize that somewhere along the way, Trish Rivers turned into more than just my best friend’s girlfriend’s sister. She turned into more than just an inconvenient little crush.
She turned into more than what I now know I was using her as all along: a distraction.
When I’m arguing with Trish, or laughing at her jokes, or seeing just how close to flirting we can get, the rest of my life doesn’t exist anymore. There are no long, lonely nights in a blank box of an apartment waiting to swallow me up back in Toronto. There are no unopened texts from my mom on my phone. There are no stacks of soulless condos waiting to be sold, no champagne-fuelled galas and mixers filled with people I don’t even like talking to, no ache in my chest that tells me no matter how close to the top I get, it will never be enough to convince me I’m enough.
When I’m with Trish, that’s nothing but background noise.
If I leaned into this, if I kissed her, if I touched her, if I let us have everything I now know both our bodies are begging for, maybe I could fill that empty part of me up, just for a few moments, but I can’t use her like that.
Trish is a person—a person who’s feeling a lot of pain right now. She’s trusted me with that pain, and I’d be the most selfish person on the planet if I took what should be her first chance to feel joy with a woman and made it all about me.
She deserves someone who’s sure of themselves. She deserves someone who’ll be here for her in a way I don’t think I could be even if I wasn’t flying back across the country in a matter of days.
The rapid click-clack, click-clack of Newt thundering down the stairs makes me jump. He gallops past my closed bedroom door and careens into the kitchen, where Trish hisses some exasperated words I can’t make out.
I get to my feet and put on some socks before pulling a sweater over my pajama shirt. I pause in front of the vanity to pull my hair into a messy bun and slide my glasses on. Blinking at my reflection, I take a few deep breaths as I convince myself this is the right thing to do.
Trish is leaning up against the counter and scrolling through her phone when I walk into the kitchen. She’s wearing her fluffy white robe with the little red hearts printed on it, a thick pair of wool socks pulled up over the hems of her polka dot pajama pants, and I have to clench my fists hard enough that my nails dig into my palms to keep from thinking about how much I want to kiss her.
She’s somehow both the weirdest and cutest person I’ve ever met.
“Oh, shit,” she says when she looks up and spots me. “Did the crows wake you up?”
“Something like that,” I say as I step into the kitchen.
Newt hops up from his spot on the floor and comes over to sniff my hands for treats. He flops back down when all he gets is some head scratches. Trish and I both stare at him instead of each other as the weight of all the words we said last night settle in the room.
I clear my throat and force myself to look up at her.
“We should talk.”
She nods, still staring down at Newt for a moment before her eyes find mine. “Yeah.”
She blinks at me, and then she shivers.
“I…I’m sorry,” she says.
My mouth falls open, but before I can ask her what the hell she’s sorry about, she starts speaking in a rush.
“I dumped my whole life story on you last night, and you didn’t ask for that. I know it was a lot. I know you’re just here for a nice, relaxing vacation, and having some random woman confess all her, uh, struggles with her sexuality was probably not on your agenda.”
She shrugs, and I feel a tug deep in my chest.
“I had it on the list,” I say, my voice soft.
Her bottom lip trembles, and I have to look away.
“Seriously, Trish,” I continue, “don’t be sorry for that. I told you I…I’ll sit with you. Everyone deserves to have someone sit with them through that.”
She wraps her arms around herself. “Thank you.”
“Of course. Also, you’re not some random woman,” I tell her. “You’re, well…you’re my best friend’s girlfriend’s sister, and I…well, that’s important, and…”
I trail off when I realize I have no idea what I’m saying. This all seemed way more straightforward when she wasn’t standing right in front of me in those adorable pajamas with her big, brown eyes looking like someone should write an entire country song about them.
“I want to be here for you,” I continue, “but I don’t think we should let anything happen…between us. I mean, I’m leaving in less than a week, and there’s Emily and Kim to consider as well, and I just wouldn’t want to…mess anything up. I’m the one who should be sorry. I didn’t mean to lead you o—”
“I’m not stupid, you know.”
I squint at her. “Huh?”
She shrugs and shifts her weight from foot to foot a couple times. “It’s not like I expected some, like, wild love story like Emily and Kim’s. I think I’m… Well, I am attracted to you.”
Her voice quivers a little, and her throat bobs as she pauses to swallow.
“But I know you’re leaving,” she continues, her voice taking on a hard edge, “and I know we’re nothing alike. Your home is in Toronto, and mine is here. We have very different lifestyles. I’m not stupid enough to ignore that. Plus, Emily is very important to me, and so is Kim, and I’m…I’m not ready to tell them about…me, so yeah, it’s probably best that we don’t…that nothing happens.”
I want to tell her she’s not nothing, that she’s the farthest fucking thing from nothing, that she’s somehow become a bigger something than I’ve felt in a long, long time, but I don’t get a chance.
We both jump about a foot in the air when someone flings open the door to the house. Newt scrambles to his feet, barking a greeting. Trish and I stand frozen in place, blinking at each other with wide eyes until Kim and Emily stroll into the kitchen.
“Good morning, ladies,” Kim says, already fully dressed in a flannel and dark jeans, her leather bracelets stacked on her arms.
“Ah, Trish, I see you woke Kennedy up too, not just the dead with your screaming,” Emily says, crossing the kitchen with Newt at her heels.
She starts pulling mugs down out of the cupboards, and I realize the coffee machine is now trickling with a stream of hot, dark liquid. I can feel my cheeks heating up like I’ve been caught doing something I shouldn’t, and I crouch down to pet Newt so I can hide my face.
“Here, let me take over.” Emily bumps Trish out of the way and gets to work on pouring the coffees. “You sit down and rest. You had a tough night.”
I jerk my head up, my ears pricked to figure out what exactly Trish told her sister about last night, but I get my answer as soon as Emily starts grumbling under her breath about Scooter being a jerk.
Trish sighs. “I told you it’s fine, Em. The vibes just weren’t right between us. It’s no big deal.”
“Yeah, well, I’m sure it’s still disappointing,” Emily retorts as she hunts for milk and cream in the fridge, “after it took you two so many years to give it a try.”
Trish opens her mouth to protest again, but she’s cut off by Robert appearing in the kitchen’s entry.
“Oh, hey, Dad!” she calls out instead.
For someone who was either woken up by his shrieking daughter or the noise of four people trying to make breakfast in his house, Robert sure looks like he’s having a pleasant morning. He grins at the scene in front of him and tucks his hands into the pockets of his cargo pants.
“Morning, ladies!”
Emily gives him a suspicious look. “You seem…chipper.”
He grins at her. “Just got a call.”
He stands there bobbing his head for a few seconds until Trish pauses in the middle of grating some cheese and asks, “From…who?”
“Old Man Neil.”
Emily squints at him. “What is Old Man Neil calling you for?”
I’m still crouched down beside Newt, and I don’t know if it’s the lack of sleep combined with the emotional turmoil of talking to Trish, but I can’t stop myself from cackling as I listen to them all say ‘Old Man Neil’ like that’s a perfectly normal thing for someone to be named.
“It’s just,” I say in response to the confused look the whole group turns on me, “there’s really someone around here who’s unironically named Old Man Neil?”
“Would you expect any less from River’s Bend?” Kim asks with a chuckle.
I shake my head as I stand back up. “Uh, no, now that you mention it. That checks out.”
“So, I repeat,” Emily says, “why was he calling you?”
“He was returning my call,” Robert answers. “He owed me a favor for helping him out with his boat engine last summer, and I decided to call it in.”
He stops and nods again, like that’s a sufficient answer. I get the sense that Robert Rivers is a man of a few words. He doesn’t say anything else until Emily waves a wooden spoon at him like a conductor urging on her musicians.
“You girls have worked hard this season,” he adds. “It’s been one of our best ever, and god knows we needed it. I…I’m grateful. I can’t tell you how much.”
“Aww, Dad!” Emily’s exasperated expression softens, and she puts her spoon down so she can walk over and give him a quick hug.
She’s just started pulling away when Trish rushes in and squeezes her arms around them both until Emily complains about her ribs cracking and pushes her off. I feel another tug in my chest as I watch them. I don’t think my family has ever shared a group hug like that.
Trish pulls away a few seconds later and turns back to her breakfast making tasks without even glancing at me.
“All right, all right, enough of that,” Robert says, his voice a little hoarse as his daughters get back to work. “I haven’t even told you what’s going on. I figured, seeing as we’ve got a guest and all, I could ask Old Man Neil to take you all out on one of his excursions. Figured Trish could use a little pick me up too, after yesterday.”
“I’m fine,” Trish fumes, waving a spatula at him. “We just didn’t vibe. How many times do I have to say that?”
“I know, I know,” Robert says, “but it’s a shame it didn’t work out. Anyway, you weren’t really all gonna bring Kennedy out here and not take her to Kennedy Lake, were you?”
He gives me one of his kind-but-still-gruff-and-a-bit-scary grins. I glance around the room in surprise.
“Wait, there’s a lake named after me? And no one told me?”
Robert nods while Kim and Emily laugh.
“It’s a great spot, and Neil just called to say he’ll take you all on an overnighter with the canoes.”
Emily whirls around to face him. “Dad! Seriously? You didn’t have to do that!”
She goes in for another hug, and I lean in closer to Kim while the rest of the group is distracted.
“Who exactly is Old Man Neil?” I ask, my voice low.
Emily still manages to catch my question.
“He used to run canoe trips for tourists,” she says as she pulls away from her dad. “He’s been retired for years. He’s a bit of a hermit, to be honest.”
“He’s kind of weird,” Trish pipes up, and my heart surges with relief to know she’s at least still acknowledging my presence.
I try to keep my face neutral as I process the information I’ve been given. I don’t know if anyone else sees any holes in this plan to send a group of young women into the woods alone with a ‘kind of weird’ hermit.
“He’s not weird, Trish!” Emily admonishes. “He’s just a bit…eccentric.”
Trish huffs and sticks her hands on her hips. “He literally wears a tin foil hat.”
Emily groans. “How many times do I have to explain this to you? It’s a reflective hat. It’s to conserve body heat.”
Trish rolls her eyes. “Suuuure it is.”
I clear my throat. I don’t want to seem ungrateful, especially with Robert still in the room, but this proposition is now sounding like the start of a horror movie.
“So do you all, um, know him well?” I ask, my voice a little too high-pitched.
“Since we were kids,” Emily answers, “and Dad’s known him even longer. Don’t worry. I guess he’s maybe a little weird, but he’s not, like, weird weird, and he’s a great guide. We used to run deals on his trips for the campground guests.”
“I wouldn’t send you into the woods with a weird guy, Kennedy,” Robert adds. “Emily is right. He’s a great guide, and he’s taken many, many tourists out on Kennedy Lake before.”
I do suppose a canoe guide with a tinfoil hat isn’t any stranger than some of the shit I’ve seen go down in Toronto, so I nod.
“I guess I can’t miss out on visiting my own personal lake,” I joke.
Robert grins again. “Great. You leave tomorrow morning.”
Emily gasps and waves her coffee spoon at him. “Tomorrow? You didn’t say it was tomorrow! Dad, I have so much to do. You know how crazy closing gets. I have that order of new tarps coming in, and there’s so much to do in the office, and we haven’t even started the site checks, and—”
“Emily, it’s one night,” he cuts in. “You’ve worked hard. There are no more guests, and we’re all going to pitch in on the closing. I’m sure Kim wants her friend to have a chance to see more of the island.”
He gives Kim a pointed look, and I get the feeling this isn’t the first time they’ve tag-teamed the task of assuaging Emily’s workaholic guilt.
“It is a very nice lake,” Kim chimes in.
After a few seconds, Emily groans and tips her head back.
“Fine, but only because it’s one night, and that means we need to work extra hard today.”
Robert claps her on the shoulder. “Atta girl. I’ll start packing the gear up for you. Let me see if I can find the right tents before breakfast.”
He heads to the front door before anyone can get another word in. Kim has just started gushing about what a great trip it’s going to be when he pops his head back into the entry and clears his throat.
“Kennedy and Trish, you’re good to share a tent, right?”
I feel my eyes flare wide despite urging my face to stay motionless, and my gaze darts to Trish before I can stop it.
“Uh, yeah, of course,” she answers without looking at me.
“Great. We should have just the right one.”
Robert takes off again, and I let the conversation in the kitchen pick back up before excusing myself to the washroom.
I turn the sink on full blast as soon as I pull the door shut and douse my face in frigid water, but it doesn’t stop my skin from feeling like it’s on fire.
Sharing a tent was not part of my plan to stay away from Trish Rivers.



 

Chapter 15 

Trish

Emily can say what she wants, but there’s no way Old Man Neil’s hat isn’t made of tinfoil. The shiny material glints in the sunlight and nearly blinds me as we all stand listening to him give his safety instructions on the shore of Kennedy Lake.
It’s a rare sunny morning on Vancouver Island, but there’s a bite to the wind that’s rippling across the surface of the lake and whipping up some waves that have me side-eyeing our canoes. The three boats lay side by side on the pebble beach, halfway into the water with our gear already packed inside. Old Man Neil’s canoe is painted in a camo pattern that’s a little cracked in some places, while both of the boats from Three Rivers are a rich poppy red.
I don’t get out on the water very often these days, but the worn wooden paddle in my hand feels familiar, and Neil’s instructions are all review for me.
Unlike Kennedy.
She’s gripping her paddle like she’s scared it’s going to whack her in the head. She’s got a knitted headband on and some matching gloves that Emily supplied her with this morning. The chilly air is turning her cheeks pink, and I snap my attention back to Neil when I realize how long I’ve been staring at her.
She doesn’t want this.
She said no. She said no to the one thing I was starting to think I could be brave enough to say yes to, and that stings more than the frigid air nipping at my skin.
The worst part is I can’t even blame her. Sobbing in her arms on the floor wasn’t exactly giving sexy, and who wants their vacation hookup to be an emotional wreck with a fucked up past who isn’t even sure what genders she’s attracted to?
“Let’s launch!”
Neil’s shout startles me back into paying attention. He hovers beside us and calls out instructions as we get the two red canoes out into the water.
I’m sharing with Kennedy, and after some stilted negotiations and shaky teamwork, we get the boat out deep enough to climb inside. I’m sitting in the back to steer since I’ve got more experience, which gives me a perfect and very inconvenient view of Kennedy’s shiny Barbie hair and the way her skintight leggings cling to the curve of her hips.
We’ve got three hours on the water ahead of us before we stop for lunch, so I do my best to find a rhythm with my strokes and focus on Kim and Emily’s annoyingly adorable chatter. They ooh and ahh over the views of the spiky trees and what’s possibly an eagle perched in one of them. Waves lap at the sides of the boats, the water a deep indigo and the bottom nowhere in sight.
We’re about an hour into the trip, all of us gone quiet as we focus on keeping pace with Old Man Neil, when I realize how much my mom would have loved to be out here with us. I look up ahead at Old Man Neil’s shiny hat, and I wish I were staring at the back of her head instead. I imagine she’d look back over her shoulder at me and smile, and then she’d call out over the sound of the wind to tell me everything is going to be all right.
I could really use someone telling me everything will be all right.
“You okay?”
I blink my eyes back into focus and find Kennedy half turned around, her paddle gone still in her hands.
“You look like you saw a ghost.”
I blink again. “I’m…”
I’ve already told her so much more than I ever meant to, but somehow, despite every reason not to, I still want to tell her the rest—the rest of me, of every moment that’s made me who I am, until there’s not one single part of me she doesn’t know.
It’s a dizzying way to feel about someone you’ve only known a couple weeks. She’s like the lake, stretching out on all sides of me, under me, deeper and wider than I can see with my eyes.
“Don’t tell me the fucking lake is haunted,” she says, her face going pale. “It’s already full of those giant fish from hell. Why did I let you guys talk me into this?”
“I told you not to show her a picture of those,” Emily says to Kim.
“She asked!” Kim protests.
“The big fish aren’t going to bother you, Kennedy,” Emily calls over to our boat. “They only live way down at the bottom.”
Kennedy lets out a low moan as she glances over the side of the canoe. “You know, somehow that’s not comforting at all, Emily.”
“Shhh!”
Old Man Neil waves his paddle in the air to command our attention as he shushes us. His bushy silver beard is voluminous enough to rival my dad’s, and he’s got tufts of wiry white hair sticking out from under his hat, but his eyebrows are still a deep brown, which gives him a permanently severe expression.
“Look!” he whisper-yells, jutting his paddle out towards the middle of the lake.
I follow the direction he’s pointing and spot the bird just in time: a massive blue heron with a razor-sharp bill and billowing wings that beat the air hard enough for us to hear the rustle of feathers as it swoops directly over our heads.
There can only be about five feet of clearance between us and the bird. All the breath whooshes out of my lungs as I crane my neck back to stare at the split-second view of its stocky legs and vicious talons before it glides off to the shore. I keep holding my breath as I watch a cascade of water droplets spray in the air when it lands among the rocks.
We’re all silent for a few seconds, frozen in our boats as the shock of the moment sinks in.
Kennedy is the first one to let out an exhilarated peal of laughter, and then we’re all doing the same thing, surprise morphing into awe.
“It was so close!” Kim says. “It was like, right there!”
“I’ve never been that close to a heron in my life,” Emily says, her voice breathless. “That was incredible.”
Kennedy has gone silent, her head tipped back as she peers up at the sky.
Kim notices her slack-jawed expression and chuckles. “You don’t get that in Toronto, do you, Kennedy?”
I expect one of her typical snarky Kennedy replies, but all she does is keep staring up at the cloud-streaked sky in wonder.
Her voice sounds distant when she finally answers, and maybe I’m imagining things, but there’s almost an ache to her words when she says, “No. No, I don’t.”



 

Chapter 16 

Kennedy

Idon’t know how long I lie awake, staring up at the nylon fabric above my head. The tent I’m sharing with Trish smells a little musty, like it’s been sitting in storage for too long. Even with a bed roll under my sleeping bag, I can feel the hard, bumpy texture of the forest floor, but that’s not what’s keeping me from sleep.
I can’t sleep because I’m pretty sure Trish can’t sleep either. I’ve been lying on my back since I wormed my way into my sleeping bag after we finished a long day of adventuring with dinner and a bonfire, but Trish tosses and turns every few minutes. Her eyes have been closed each time I’ve stolen a glance at her, but her breathing has yet to even out.
She’s so close, close enough that I could reach over and sweep her hair off her forehead, close enough that it would only take a little shuffle and a tilt of my head to bring the tips of our noses together.
If she were any other woman I liked, I’d be pulling a move on her. I’d whisper her name and ask if she’s still awake. I’d shift even closer so we wouldn’t ‘wake anyone up’ with our murmured words.
I’d time it just right and then ask if I could kiss her.
Only she’s not any other woman. She’s Trish, and every reason I have to stay away from her still stands, whether we’re on different sides of the country or a foot apart in a tent, so I stay frozen on my back, my pulse surging every time she moves.
The minutes tick by, and I fall into what feels like a waking dream. I hear the lapping waves slapping the sides of the canoe, and my arms twitch at the muscle memory of digging my paddle into the water again and again and again.
I hear the flap of wings in my ears, and I replay the moment the huge, silvery blue bird swooped over our heads, almost close enough to reach up and touch. My heart seems to skip a beat just like it did out on the lake, and my chest swells with an emotion I can’t put a name to.
When I was a kid, my parents never would have taken me canoeing just because. When we did things as a family, we needed a reason. We needed a goal. We needed something to feel proud of at the end of the day. That’s what I was taught to value.
I don’t know how to explain the way the sight of a bird filled me with more satisfaction than the entire past year of my career.
“Are you awake?”
My eyes fly open, and I suck in a sharp breath at the sound of Trish’s voice.
“Yes,” I whisper back. “Are you?”
“No, I’m sleep talking,” she deadpans.
I don’t know how this woman can fill me with the simultaneous urge to laugh and roll my eyes as often as she does.
“Ha ha,” I deadpan right back.
She shifts around in her sleeping back, and when I roll onto my side, I find she’s done the same thing. We’re face to face now. I can’t see much of her face in the dark, but her eyes catch what little light there is in the forest and glint when she blinks.
“Why can’t you sleep?” I ask.
“Why can’t you sleep?”
This time I really do roll my eyes.
“You’re the one who asked if I was awake first.”
“So?” she demands.
I give in and chuckle. She’s cute when she’s being stubborn.
I roll onto my back again and sigh. “I just…have a lot on my mind.”
She snorts. “Well, that’s enlightening.”
I really can’t catch a break with this woman.
I sigh again, this one drawn out and extra dramatic. “I keep thinking about…”
I trail off and consider lying, but something about the darkness and the sharp, fresh smell of the woods combined with the intimacy of whispering makes it hard to do anything but tell the truth.
“This is going to sound dumb, but I keep thinking about that bird.”
“The heron?”
“Yeah. I’ve never seen anything like that before. There was that moment, right after it had flown over us, when we were all quiet for a few seconds, and I…I don’t know how to put it into words. I sound ridiculous.”
I laugh at myself, but Trish stays quiet.
“You don’t,” she says, her voice way more serious than I expected. “You don’t sound ridiculous at all.”
“It’s just…I keep having these moments out here, when everything goes still,” I tell her, “when everything feels like…enough. It’s like when we were out on those sea kayaks passing by all the little islands. I looked around me, and I felt like I was part of something so much bigger than me, like I belonged, like I didn’t have anything to prove. I could just be me, and that could be enough.”
It’s only once I’m finished talking that I realize how much I’ve said. My face gets warm, and I force myself to laugh again.
“Wow, that really didn’t make any sense at all, did it?”
I roll onto my side and find Trish still watching me, her expression too hard to read in the dark.
“It made perfect sense,” she says. “I…I get it. I’ve always felt like that in nature too. This island, it does that for people. I think it’s the nature more than anything that makes me sure this will always be my home.”
“That must be nice, to be so sure of that.”
My voice is soft, but I’m still worried the words sound bitter. It’s not bitterness I feel. It’s not even envy. It’s more like the complicated happiness that comes from watching somebody you care about get something you’re not sure you’ll ever have for yourself.
“You’re not sure about Toronto?” she asks.
“I…I mean, my whole life is there. My career, my family.” I pause to let out a sharp huff of laughter. “Not that those things don’t have their issues. Still, it’s hard to imagine living somewhere else, but…”
I haven’t said this next part out loud to anyone yet, not in a way there’s no turning back from.
“But I’m also not sure I want to stay there.”
I hold my breath, the words echoing in my head even though I’ve whispered them so quietly I’m not sure she heard. I wait for more questions. I wait for her to ask me all the things I don’t have answers to.
After a moment, she nods and says, “You’ll figure it out.”
She sounds so certain, like the tent has opened up and given her a glimpse of the future I don’t know how to see myself.
“How do you know that?”
She chuckles. “Because you’re Kennedy March, and I really don’t think there’s anything in this world that can stop you.”
She doesn’t ask for proof. She doesn’t ask for an explanation or a list of achievements to show I’m worthy of the life I want. She doesn’t do any of the things I know my parents would do if I told them about this.
She doesn’t ask for a reason to believe in me.
She just does.
“Thanks.”
It’s all I can come up with. That word is the only thing I can get out as my chest floods with gratitude. She smiles and then flips onto her back. I stare at the outline of her profile, at the slant of her nose and the stubborn set of her jaw. She’s got a face made for winning fights.
Her eyes drift closed, and I start to think maybe she’s finally fallen asleep, but her voice breaks the silence once more.
“Can I ask you something?”
She sounds more hesitant than she has all night.
“Of course,” I tell her.
“Do you think…do you think any woman is actually going to want to…sleep with me?”
I do a double-take at the change in subject, and then a double double-take at her thinking she’d ever need to ask that question at all.
“Trish, what are you—”
She cuts me off before I get a chance to assure her there’s no way in hell she needs to worry about that.
“I mean, I’m twenty-six, and I’ve never even kissed a girl before. I don’t even know how to label myself yet, and the only person I’ve…I’ve come out to is you, if you can even call it coming out. It’s not really an amazing resume, is it? Like, it’s probably too late for me to even start, and—”
“Trish.”
I practically bark her name, but I don’t care if I wake the whole campsite up. I need her to listen.
“Yes?” she squeaks.
“You do realize any woman would be lucky to even touch you, right?”
She’s still not looking at me. I watch as she squeezes her eyes shut extra tight.
“That’s nice, but—”
“No but. Absolutely no but,” I order. “You’re hilarious and charming and talented and goddamn stubborn, but somehow you make even that sexy. You’re also gorgeous, and if someone thinks that just because you came out in your late twenties you’re worth less than someone who did it sooner, then fuck them.”
I pause and consider my phrasing before adding, “Or actually, don’t. Do not fuck them.”
Trish snorts, and some of the heaviness of the moment fades. She rolls back onto her side but keeps her sleeping bag pulled up so it’s covering the lower half of her face.
“What if I’m bad at it?” she whispers, the question muffled by the fabric. “What if I have no idea what to do?”
I shake my head. “That won’t happen.”
“How do you know?”
“Because that’s what every queer person thinks before they have queer sex for the first time,” I tell her. “Actually, that’s what every person in general thinks before they have sex for the first time.”
She lowers the sleeping bag a fraction of an inch. “Is that what you thought?”
“Of course. I was terrified.”
The sleeping bag drops even lower. “And it was…good?”
I chuckle. “I mean, neither of us came, if that’s what you’re asking, but it was still amazing.”
Her eyes get as wide as dinner plates, and she yanks the sleeping bag back up over the tip of her nose.
“Oh my god,” she says on a gasp. “What if I can’t make a woman come?”
“Okay, forget I said that,” I backtrack. “Look, whoever you pick to do it with, she’s going to care about you. She’s going to want to experience sex with you. That’s what’s going to make it special and good, not some ridiculous, advanced-level moves from some misguided Cosmopolitan article attempting to appeal to lesbians.”
Trish gawks at me. “Wait. Are there articles I should read?”
“Trish,” I growl.
“I just feel so ridiculous,” she says with a groan. “Like, this is the kind of stuff teenagers worry about, and I’m almost thirty. It’s pathetic.”
“It’s not pathetic. It happens when it happens. You haven’t done anything wrong, and honestly, your body will just know what to do. That’s what happened with me and Allie from high school drama club.”
I make my voice all sappy and wistful, which at least gets a small laugh out of her.
“One day we were making out like usual,” I continue, “and then we took some clothes off, and then some more clothes, and then she started kissing her way down my stomach, and then boom! Oral sex.”
Trish squeals before clapping a hand over her mouth behind the sleeping bag.
“Boom! Oral sex?” she demands once she peels her hand away. “That’s your number one sex tip?”
I raise my eyebrows. “Hey, I didn’t know I was giving sex tips.”
“Okay, well, what would your sex tips be?” she asks. “For…for someone like me?”
Her voice shakes a little, and the sound makes my thighs tense. Part of this conversation feels light and giddy, like we really are teenagers giggling over adult magazines at a slumber party, but there’s another layer to the atmosphere in this tent, a headier one that makes it feel like every breath I take is a breath of her, of the air we’re sharing as we whisper together in the dark.
“I’d say…” My voice comes out hoarse, and I have to stop and clear my throat. “Okay, well, if you’re seriously asking, I’d say…”
A hundred images flash through my mind.
A hundred images of her.
I can practically feel her soft skin under my hands. My fingers twitch, and my tongue feels heavy in my mouth.
“Go slow,” I blurt.
I don’t know if that was a message for her or me, but I can’t take it back now.
“I mean, like, take your time,” I add. “Even with things like kissing. Get to know the way she moves, what sounds she makes when you touch her in places like…like the back of her neck, her jaw, her throat. Find all those little places that make her shiver.”
Her breath catches. I squeeze my thighs together in my sleeping bag.
“That sounds…nice,” she breathes.
“Yeah.” I press my lips together and shut my eyes. “Yeah, it’s very nice.”
I can hear her breaths getting faster and faster. She’s practically panting.
“So, go slow. Got it.” The way her voice hitches should be illegal. “Any…any more tips?”
I press my thighs tighter together. There’s an ache building between my legs, and the sleeping bag feels like it’s smothering me.
“You should…talk to her,” I say. “Compliment her. Tell her how beautiful you think she is, how her body makes you crazy, how you can’t get enough of her.”
A flush creeps up my chest and into my neck, but I can’t make myself stop talking.
“Make her feel wanted. Make her feel like you’d give anything just to touch her. Tell her that. Tell her how much you…”
I can’t remember either of us moving, but somehow, we’re only lying a few inches apart.
I have to stop talking. I should roll over and cram myself against the wall of the tent. I should maybe even go sleep outside, with a zipped-up door blockading me from Trish.
“Yes?” she whispers.
I clench my jaw. I try to keep the words in, but the truth bursts out like a river flooding a dam.
“How much you need her.”
She whimpers. She fucking whimpers, and just when I think I can’t get any closer to the edge, she says my name.
“Kennedy…”
A strangled sound catches in the back of my throat. Her dark eyes look like they could hold the whole night sky, and I’m falling straight into them.
“We shouldn’t,” I choke out.
“I know,” she says. “I know, but…”
She pauses, panting a few times, and the sound has me fisting the fabric of my sleeping bag hard enough to make my fingers ache.
“Aren’t you going to tell me no buts again?” she asks with a breathy laugh.
That laugh undoes me. That laugh is a promise and a warning all at once.
“Maybe this time I’ll hear you out,” I whisper.
It’s hard to tell in the dark, but I swear her tongue dips out to wet her top lip. Something tightens low in my stomach.
“I want to…” she says, still panting. “You make me…”
She squeezes her eyes shut, and my eyes dart down to track the rustling in her sleeping bag before flaring wide when I realize what’s happening.
“Are you…?”
She gasps, and the shifting under her sleeping bag stops.
“Do you want me to?”
She sounds so desperate, so hungry, like she’ll starve to death if I don’t give her the answer she needs.
“Yes,” I breathe.
I can’t move. I can’t even think as I watch her sleeping bag start moving again, the shifting getting faster and faster as she makes that gorgeous whimpering sound again.
She’s touching herself.
She’s touching herself right next to me, and I’m about to lose my goddamn mind.
I stare, transfixed, like every move she makes is pulling me deeper under her spell. The way she moves is fucking witchcraft, and I can’t even see her body.
I can only imagine the arch of her back, the strain of her perfect tits against her pajamas, the hard peaks of her nipples just begging to have my mouth around them.
And those legs. Those gorgeous fucking thighs.
I picture them splayed open while her fingers move in a blur. I imagine what they’d feel like clamped around my head, squeezing me in closer while I tasted her.
Her face is strained, her mouth halfway open as she continues to gasp and pant.
“Fuck,” she hisses, her head lifting and her eyes flying open to lock her gaze on mine.
Her hand moves faster than ever under the sleeping bag, and I can’t take it anymore. My own hand slides down between my legs, under my pajamas, and I let out a curse when I feel just how wet I am. Even the inside of my thighs are already soaked. I don’t think I’ve ever been this turned on before. Electricity zings through my body as I start to circle my clit with the tip of my finger.
I’m halfway to coming in a matter of seconds, all my muscles straining for release as I stare at her perfect face looking so beautifully desperate.
“Trish.”
I swear I can taste her name on my tongue, sweet and spicy all at once. My circles get faster as I continue to drip down my thighs.
“Kennedy.”
I let out a moan that’s probably way too loud, but I can’t bring myself to care.
She’s going to make me come.
She’s not even touching me, and she’s going to make me come for her.
“Y-you don’t even know…” I stammer. “I-I-I can’t… Fuck. Trish. Trish. Trish.”
I watch as her head tips back and her whole body trembles, her lips forming silent words as she lets herself go. Her hips thrust up again and again, looking for more pressure than her hand can give, and it takes everything in me not to throw myself on top of her and fuck her with my fingers until she comes again.
The image is too much to handle, and I gasp her name one last time before I follow her right over the edge, thrashing on the floor of the tent and shoving the corner of my sleeping bag in my mouth. I bite down to keep from screaming.
I fall and fall and fall, and when I come back to myself, there’s only darkness.
I realize I must have closed my eyes, and I know when I open them again, nothing will be the same.



 

Chapter 17 

Trish

The thump of footsteps pulls me out of my dreams. I snuggle deeper into my bed, trying to drown the noise out. The bed is so warm, and the air is so cold. I sigh and start to drift back into a dream about baking muffins, but muffled voices join the footsteps.
I crack my eyes open, and my head spins with confusion when I don’t see the log walls of my bedroom around me. Grey light is filtering through the sides of a tent, and instead of my favourite patchwork quilt, I’m huddled up in a dark blue sleeping bag.
I turn my head to the side and gasp.
Kennedy.
Everything rushes back into place as I stare at her strawberry blonde hair fanned out over her pillow.
We’re on a canoe trip. We’re sharing a tent, and last night we—
I gasp again, and it comes out like more of a wheeze. Panic squeezes my chest even as my thighs twitch at the memory.
I’d never done that with anyone before, not even a guy. I’d never let anybody just watch me, like I was putting on a show. Even though we stayed in our own sleeping bags, I could feel her lips and fingertips on all those places she talked about touching, like the words themselves were reaching out to brush my skin, like they were guiding my hands down between my legs, like she was touching me even when I was touching myself.
My throat goes dry, and I know I’m already wet again.
“He’s not here!”
I haven’t moved, but I freeze at the sound of Kim’s shout like I’ve been caught doing something I shouldn’t.
“I think he’s gone, Emily.” Kim’s voice is coming from just a few feet outside our tent. “Like, actually. What the hell?”
“I’ll check the boats,” Emily calls from a bit farther away.
The crunching sound of footsteps heading away from the campsite follows. Kennedy mumbles something incoherent and squirms in her sleeping bag.
I’m barely breathing. I feel like there’s a giant sign over my head with the words ‘I mutually masturbated with Kennedy March last night’ painted on it in bright red letters, and if anyone knows I’m awake, they’re going to see it.
I hear some shuffling sounds as Kim continues to survey the campsite. From what I can tell, we seem to have lost our guide.
Somehow, that’s less distressing than the thought of what’s going to happen when Kennedy wakes up.
I have no idea what you’re supposed to say the morning after you spontaneously masturbate next to someone in a tent.
What’s up?
How you doin’?
Thanks for flicking your bean too so I wasn’t the only one doing it?
“Whassa…mphfff…cold…”
Kennedy’s mumbling trails off into a yawn, and before I can squeeze my eyes shut and pretend I’m still asleep, hers are opening.
Her green pupils catch the morning light, highlighting the gold speckles I noticed the first day I met her, and suddenly, I can’t breathe for entirely different reasons.
I’ve never seen her look so soft before. She’s always got that sharp, sarcastic edge to her, like she’s perpetually seconds away from a smirk. That sharpness is what got her stuck in my head in the first place. It’s what kept her there like a stubborn splinter every time I tried to pull her out, but this softness, this sleepy-eyed stare while she blinks herself awake—this is like velvet wrapping around my heart, and I can’t even try to pull myself away.
“Hi.”
Her voice is rusty with sleep, and she gives me a little grin like she’s embarrassed of her croak.
“Hi,” I echo, my voice just as cracked.
Her eyes scan my face like she’s drinking the sight of me in, and my heart flutters as, just for a second, I wonder if maybe this doesn’t have to be awkward.
Maybe this can just feel right—more right than it’s ever felt with anyone before.
“Psssst! Are you guys awake?”
Kim’s voice comes from right outside the tent this time, and the squeezing feeling returns to my chest as my eyes flare wide. I yank my sleeping bag up to my chin even though I’m fully clothed and Kim can’t see me anyways.
“Well, we are now,” Kennedy croaks from beside me.
“Sorry!” Kim says. “It’s just that Old Man Neil has gone missing.”
Kennedy sits up, her sleeping bag falling to her waist. “Wait. What?”
“He’s not in his tent or anywhere around the campsite, and his canoe is gone.”
I sit up while Kennedy slides out of her sleeping bag and crawls over to the door. When she unzips it, a blast of cold air hits the bare skin of my arms and makes me shiver.
Kim squats down so she can peer into the tent. She’s in plaid pajama pants with a waterproof jacket on top, and her short hair is still rumpled from sleep. Her face is creased with worry.
“It’s almost eight,” she says, “and he said he wanted us out of here by eight-thirty. Emily is over by the lake with some binoculars, but she hasn’t spotted him yet.”
Kennedy glances back at me, wearing the same concerned grimace as Kim now.
“Is this a normal thing for him?” she asks.
“Is anything Old Man Neil does normal?”
Kennedy huffs a laugh but doesn’t look any less worried.
“Um, honestly, no,” I add. “He’s always been strict about his schedules. If the boat is gone, maybe he got up early and decided to kill some time with a paddle and then got caught by the wind or something? It’s probably just taking him longer than he planned to get back.”
Kim nods. “Yeah, Emily said something like that too, but she can’t see him anywhere. Also, it’s not very windy.”
I feel a sinking sensation in my stomach, which at least helps distract me from the panic about Kennedy. I reach for my backpack to dig out a sweater and suggest we go meet up with Emily.
Kennedy and I scramble out of the tent and into our boots, and then we all walk over to where the remaining canoes are secured a few meters from our campsite.
Emily is perched on a boulder along the shore with her back to us, wearing the same pajamas and jacket combo as Kim, except her hair is done up in a flawless high ponytail, because of course my sister would still look prim and poised even in the middle of what is quickly turning into an emergency situation.
She turns at the sound of our approach and lowers the pair of binoculars she must have dug out of Neil’s gear.
“I can’t see him anywhere,” she says in greeting, “but he could have gone around either of those corner parts.”
She points out at the water, where two distant outcroppings on either side cut off our view of the rest of the lake.
“Should we…go check?” Kim asks.
Emily climbs off the boulder, worry lines creasing her forehead.
“Normally I’d say we should just wait here,” she says, “but he said he wanted to leave by now, and I don’t want to send out an emergency signal unless we’re actually sure he’s missing.”
My stomach churns. Old Man Neil might be a weird hermit, but I’ve known him my whole life. He’s part of our community, and when you live somewhere as small as River’s Bend, community is basically another word for family.
“Kim and I will go out in one of the canoes,” Emily says, already striding over to the boats. “You two can stay here.”
Annoyance shoots through me at this very typical Emily behavior, but it’s mixed with a flare of panic.
If we don’t get in a canoe and follow them, Kennedy and I will be alone at the camp, and there’ll be no way to avoid facing what happened last night.
“No way!” I say, stomping after Emily. “We’re going too.”
She doesn’t even glance back at me as she shakes her head. “You need to stay here in case he comes back or something.”
I scoff. “What? You think he’s out dragging his boat through the forest? He’s got to be out on the water, and this will go much faster if we can spread out across the lake.”
She starts untying her canoe while shaking her head yet again. “It’ll be safer if at least someone stays on the shore. Plus, Kennedy is the least experienced paddler, so—”
“I can paddle just fine!”
Kennedy steps up beside me, her arms crossed over her chest and that signature defiant look on her face.
“I don’t want to just sit around on the shore waiting for news like a sailor’s wife,” she adds. “Plus, it’s creepy to be here alone.”
“You won’t be alone,” Emily tells her. “You’ll be with Trish.”
A cold sweat pricks the back of my neck. I plant my hands on my hips.
“I agree with Kennedy,” I say.
Kim laughs from where she’s walked up to join us. “They agree on something! It’s a miracle!”
I ignore her sarcasm and continue. “We’re coming with you. It’s not like you can stop us from getting in a canoe.”
Emily finally turns around, her eyes narrowed. She takes one look at me and Kennedy standing like we’re braced for a fight and then lets out a sigh that’s halfway to a growl.
“Fine. Get the boat ready, then.”
Ten minutes later, we’re out on the water, all of us still in our pajamas with sweaters and life jackets piled on top. The air blowing across the lake is even colder than the campsite, and I wish I had more than some thin knitted gloves on my hands.
Emily compromised on letting us come with her by insisting she and Kim check behind the farther outcropping while Kennedy and I check the closer one, which sort of makes us irrelevant since they have to pass by the closer one on their way out.
I don’t point that out. I just focus on paddling and trying not to look at Kennedy’s butt. I can’t even see the shape of her butt when she’s got her bulky pajama pants on, but I know it’s there, and knowing is enough to make me think about how much I want to touch her butt, which makes it impossible not to think about last night.
It’s ridiculous. We could be about to find Old Man Neil’s body floating towards us, and all I can think about are the sounds Kennedy made when she came.
I could tell she was holding back. We both were, with everybody else sleeping so close by, but those choked gasps and muffled moans were somehow even hotter because she had to keep them quiet. Our restraint just made me realize how much further we could go, how much more there is to do and feel and be.
My strokes get jerky and erratic as I take all my frustration out on the water.
I never wanted more before her—or at least, I never let myself want more. I never had a problem talking myself out of my attraction to women until now, and now the one woman I can’t say no to is the woman who turned me down.
It’s bullshit.
She said nothing could happen between us, and then she had an orgasm two feet away from me.
She watched me come.
She woke up this morning and smiled at me like we were in one of those glowy ‘morning after’ scenes in a romance movie, and I have no idea what the hell to make of it.
My paddle smacks the water at the wrong angle and sets an arc of droplets out to pelt the surface of the lake.
Kennedy glances over her shoulder.
“You okay?” she asks.
“I’m fine,” I say through a clenched jaw.
“You don’t sound fine.”
My teeth grind so hard they squeak. “I’m fine.”
She pauses for a moment.
“Okay.”
We go back to paddling, and even though it’s the last thing I want to be looking at, my attention drifts to her perfect hair yet again, hanging like rose gold filaments down her back.
I still want her. I want her so bad it feels like putting the whole lake between us wouldn’t be enough to dull the ache in my body whenever I think about her touching me.
I don’t know if putting the whole country between us could do that, and suddenly, the fact that she’s leaving in a couple days feels way more real than ever before.
Blood rushes in my ears, and the bottom of my stomach drops.
She’s going to leave, and I’m still going to be in the exact same mess I am now, only I won’t have her.
Too much of me has changed since she arrived. I don’t know how to go back to being who I was before Kennedy, and I don’t know how to be who I am now without her here.
“Where are we going?”
I don’t realize I’ve started turning the boat around until Kennedy stops paddling and turns to give me a confused look.
This boat is too small, and the water is too unstable. I need the ground. I need something solid under me while everything in my head tilts and spins.
“I’m taking us back to shore.”
“Weren’t we supposed to go out to that point?”
She nods towards the first outcropping, which Kim and Emily are just about to shoot past where they’ve surged far ahead of us.
“They’ll see behind it on their way to the other one,” I answer. “I want to go back.”
Before Kennedy has a chance to say anything else, I suck in a breath and shout as loud as I can to tell Kim and Emily we’re fine but going back to the campsite. They’re too far ahead for me to make out their reaction, but they lift their paddles in a wave to acknowledge what I’ve said.
I start back-paddling even harder while Kennedy keeps staring at me.
“We’re well over halfway there,” she says. “Let’s just go check it out.”
“No, Emily was right. What if Neil shows up at camp?”
Her expression turns dubious. “Seriously? Come on. Tell me what’s wrong.”
“Nothing,” I hiss. “I just think we should go back.”
She nods towards our original destination. “Well, I think we should keep going.”
She turns back around, her paddle still lying across her lap. Just when I think she’s decided to give in and let me finish turning the canoe around, she picks the paddle up and starts digging hard strokes on the other side of the boat.
“What are you doing?” I demand, increasing the strength of my strokes to counteract her.
With her trying to go forwards and me trying to go backwards, the canoe is now starting to spin in a circle.
“What are you doing?” she asks, copying my affronted tone.
I grunt and go even harder, my arm muscles screaming at the strain. Kennedy matches me stroke for stroke.
“We’re just going to keep going in circles if you do that!” I shout.
“Just tell me what’s wrong, and I’ll stop,” she says, panting.
“You’re infuriating!” I shriek, something in my forehead throbbing.
She gasps. “I’m infuriating?”
“Yes. You. Are.” I punctuate each word with a slash of my paddle through the water. “Who even are you? You just marched into my life and…and…and fucking blew it up! How is it that I managed to ignore all this stuff for years, and then you…you make me… just lose it with you, and…and…and it’s not fucking fair, okay? How do you do this to me? How?”
I realize my hands have gone still. I don’t know when I stopped paddling.
Kennedy isn’t paddling either. We’re both breathing hard, glaring at each other from opposite ends of the boat.
“I could ask you the same thing, Trish Rivers,” she says, her voice simmering. “I didn’t ask for this either. I didn’t ask for it all to be complicated, but then you showed up with your delicious baked goods, and your stupid but hilarious jokes, and the way you just do not give in on anything, and…and god, that body, and how was I supposed to stop this? I literally cannot stop this.”
She smacks her paddle flat against the water with a desperate flail of her arms.
I gasp as an arc of frigid water splashes all the way back to me, pelting my lap and soaking straight through my pajamas.
“You got me all wet!”
I gawk at her, blinking in shock. She’s staring at me with her mouth open, and we sit there frozen in our seats for a couple seconds before that lethal smirk of hers slides into place.
“Yeah, well, fair’s fair for last night.”
My eyes get even wider, and then suddenly, I’m laughing so hard I can’t breathe.
It’s not even funny. I’m not laughing because it’s funny. I just don’t know what else to do except laugh. There’s too much bubbling inside me, and it has to get out somehow.
Kennedy joins in after a moment, both of us laughing so hard the canoe rocks from side to side, which just makes us laugh even more. Her laughter has the same frantic edge to it that mine does, and once we’ve faded back into silence, she looks at me with a fervent, almost fearful expression.
“Trish,” she murmurs, giving her head a slow shake from side to side. “I can’t stop this.”
“What do you mean?” I ask, leaning towards her.
“I mean I can’t stop thinking about you,” she answers, “or looking at you, or…wanting you.”
Her voice shakes a little on the last few words, and my body trembles in response.
“I can’t either.”
She watches me for another moment and then drops her gaze to the floor of the boat.
“This is crazy,” I mutter. “This is driving me crazy.”
“I’m sorry,” Kennedy mumbles. “I shouldn’t have—”
“No.”
The force of my voice surprises us both.
“You should have,” I tell her.
I don’t know what to do with any of this, but at least I know she wants me too. At least I know I didn’t make that part up.
She wants me. She wants me. She wants me.
It’s enough to make all the other thoughts a little less loud.
“I needed to hear it,” I say, “and…I don’t care if you’re leaving.”
It’s a lie, but I tell myself I believe it. The alternative is too much to handle.
I need something to make me forget everything except her—this infuriating, ridiculous, and goddamn stunning woman who wants me.
“I don’t want to stop.”
Her stare is blank for a moment, and then something in her gaze turns heated and bold, like the moment the sun crests the horizon.
She tugs her lip between her teeth, and it doesn’t take us long to get back to shore after that.
We spend most of the ride in silence, putting all our energy into paddling as fast as possible. The canoe slices through the small waves that have built up now that the wind is coming to life. My heart booms like a bass drum in my chest while we pull the boat ashore, and my skin feels hot and twitchy as we walk side by side to the camp.
Kennedy comes to a stop next to the pit filled with the doused ashes of last night’s bonfire and pivots so we’re face to face. I know my cheeks must be completely pink, and I can’t look at her. I focus on the tips of our boots, just a few inches apart.
Those ridiculous boots of hers.
Despite my nerves, the corner of my mouth quirks up at the thought, and I lift my gaze to meet hers.
She’s so close.
We’re even closer than we were last night in the tent. I can see each of her golden eyelashes behind the lenses of her glasses. She leans in to press her forehead to mine, and I can feel the warmth of her breath. I can even feel her pulse as it surges just as fast as my own.
She shifts so she can trail the tip of her nose down from my temple to my jaw. My breath catches, my hands clenching.
She skates her lips along my jawline, feather-light and so soft, softer than I ever knew lips could be. They hover over mine, creating a magnetic force I couldn’t resist if I tried.
When she kisses me, her mouth is so gentle I barely feel it. There’s just heat and the slightest pressure, but it’s enough to make my eyelids flutter and my knees go weak.
She pulls back, and I fight the urge to cry out at the loss.
I need more. I need her kissing me now and always. I need her to never stop, but I don’t know how to tell her that.
“I don’t know what I’m doing,” I mutter, my eyes still half-shut.
“It’s okay.”
I pause for a breath and swallow.
“I don’t just mean the kissing. I mean…I mean, I still don’t have any of this figured out yet. I don’t have myself figured out yet, and…”
I look back down at the ground as heat pricks the corners of my eyes. Kennedy’s hands come up to cup the sides of my face. I tense for a second as the tenderness of her touch threatens to make me start crying, but then I let myself lean into her, and my whole body relaxes.
“It’s okay,” she soothes. “You don’t have to have it figured out. Just tell me what you do know you want.”
She makes it sound so simple, and maybe, for a moment, it can be.
“K-kiss me,” I say, my voice trembling as shiver runs through me, “in all the places you said last night.”
She sucks in a breath, and then her hands slide lower, her fingertips trailing down to tug the neck of my sweater aside so she can run her thumbs along my collarbones. I shiver again. She sweeps my hair back and then locks her hands behind my neck, her breath still warm on my lips. Her thumbs massage my neck. I moan, but I’m too turned on to care about how desperate I sound.
She threads her fingers into my hair next, and then her mouth is ghosting its way along my jaw again, this time towards one of my ears. She tugs my hair back even more and starts to kiss the fragile skin just below my ear, then behind it, and then she’s tugging my earlobe between her lips before giving it the slightest scrape with her teeth.
My breath gets knocked out of me as a jolt of electricity zings up my spine.
She slips the tip of her tongue between her lips and licks the shell of my ear. I moan even louder. My hands reach to fist the fabric of her jacket just above her hips, and she makes a strangled sound before pressing her chest flush to mine.
Her back arches, pushing her harder against me, and it’s the most delicious friction I’ve ever felt. She tugs my hair hard enough to sting, tipping my head back to expose my throat before kissing me there too.
Her lips work at my neck in a frenzy, kissing and sucking as I make sounds for her I’ve never heard myself make before. She reaches my mouth again, and this time, there’s nothing gentle about her kiss.
Her arms lock around my neck. Mine circle her waist, my hands clawing at the slippery fabric of her jacket. We’re both moaning into each other’s mouths, our kisses sloppy and frantic, all heat and gasps for air.
Somehow, we move to the nearest tree without letting go of each other, and Kennedy slams my back up against the trunk before sliding her knee between my thighs. I cry out against her, and she slides her mouth back to my throat as my legs squeeze hers, begging for more pressure.
“Kennedy,” I rasp.
“Trish,” she mumbles against my skin.
I’m about to reach for her jacket’s zipper when I hear my name again, only this time, it’s not her speaking.
“Trish?”
My spine turns to ice, my blood going cold.
Kennedy freezes and then slowly looks over her shoulder. I stare past her, and the first thing I see is Old Man Neil holding a string of freshly caught trout.
He’s not the one who spoke either.
That was my sister.
Emily is standing next to Kim, staring at me with her mouth wide open in shock.



 

Chapter 18 

Kennedy

“She won’t talk to me.”
I hover on the stoop of Emily’s A-frame. The screen door is shut, but the main door is cracked open a couple inches behind it. I drop my hand from where I was about to knock and strain my ears to catch more of what Emily is saying inside.
“She won’t even answer Clover’s texts. She’s been at Riverview all day, just like yesterday. I think she might have even slept there. She just keeps baking and baking and baking, and every time I go in, she tells me to go away.”
Emily’s voice cracks, and the floor creaks as I assume Kim steps closer to give her a hug.
“It’s okay,” Kim soothes.
“It’s not.” Emily sounds like she’s on the verge of tears. “I don’t understand. Why wouldn’t she want to tell me? Why is she shutting me out? She’s my sister. She’s my best friend. I just don’t get why she won’t talk to me.”
I know I shouldn’t be listening, but I’ve felt like a pariah since what happened at the lake and haven’t wanted to push it by asking anyone about Trish. Kim hasn’t said anything about being mad at me, but I can tell she’s holding back, and all I get from Emily are thin smiles and excuses for why she has to leave the room when I walk in.
Trish hasn’t spoken to me at all, not since we got back yesterday and she told me she needed space, which is the only thing she’s said directly to me since everyone walked in on us at the campsite.
Turns out Old Man Neil’s disappearance was caused by a desire to surprise us with fresh fish for breakfast, but his efforts were wasted. None of us could stomach more than a few bites, and we spent pretty much the entire paddle home in the most strained silence I’ve ever experienced in my life.
“Maybe she’s not ready to talk,” Kim says. “It’s a hard thing to talk about.”
“But it shouldn’t be that hard,” Emily counters. “I’ve been out for years, and so has Clover. Why would she think she has to hide it? Did I do something wrong? God, I feel so guilty.”
“Emily. Babe.” The floor creaks again, and I can imagine Kim stepping back to put her hands on Emily’s shoulders. “You didn’t do anything wrong. She just needed to do things in her own time. I mean, who knows? Maybe she never even thought about it before Kennedy.”
“Ha.”
There’s a bitterness in Emily’s voice that makes my stomach clench.
“What?” Kim asks when she doesn’t go on.
“You know, I joked about the girls in Tofino needing to watch out for Kennedy, but I didn’t think she’d ever screw my sister over.”
I hear Kim suck in a breath. “Emily, I’m sure it wasn’t like that.”
“How are you sure?” Emily demands, her voice rising. “Isn’t this the kind of thing Kennedy does all the time? You always say she’s one of the biggest shit disturbers you know.”
I flinch, wincing at the pain that slices through me like a dozen paper cuts.
That’s how my best friend sees me: a shit disturber who crashes through everybody else’s lives just for attention.
“I don’t mean it like that.”
My breath catches at Kim’s words, a flicker of hope sparking in my chest that’s snuffed out just as quickly when Emily keeps talking.
“But this is what she does, right? She leaves girls in the dust once she’s had her fun, and maybe it’s amusing when it’s an anecdote about a random stranger we’ll never meet, but this is my sister. What was Kennedy looking for, some badge of honor to brag about banging a local girl once she got back to the city? I just didn’t think she’d go that low.”
I curl my arms around my stomach like I’m warding off blows, but that does nothing to keep Emily’s accusations from ringing in my head.
Maybe she’s got my motivation wrong, but she’s right about the impact. Hell, just last week, I was looking for a girl in Tofino to be my distraction, to be used by me when I needed an escape from my own thoughts and then forgotten about when I didn’t.
“Emily.”
There’s a low note of warning in Kim’s tone I almost miss. Emily doesn’t seem to hear it at all.
“Maybe she can get away with flouncing around Toronto like that,” she continues, heavy footsteps sounding out as she paces the room, “but not here. I don’t care if her big shiny real estate life has made her so bitter and shallow inside she has to take it out on other people. I don’t care if—”
“Emily.” Kim’s voice rings out loud enough to make me jump. “She’s my best friend.”
The warning in her tone has intensified enough to make Emily fall silent, but it does nothing to stop me from sagging against the wall of the A-frame as the truth clangs in my head like a deafening gong.
I squeeze my eyes shut and press my fingertips to be temples, but the crashing reverberations don’t stop.
Bitter and shallow.
That’s who I’ve become. That’s how I’ve been living for years, and it doesn’t matter what Kim might jump in and say to defend me, because the truth is I have been taking it out on other people.
Even when I don’t mean to.
Even with Trish.
“I understand you’re upset,” Kim adds, her voice softer now. “Trish is your little sister, and you want to protect her. I get it, but we don’t know the full story here. What I do know is that Kennedy is a good person. She wouldn’t screw around with Trish just for the hell of it. Whatever happened, I know she would never try to hurt someone important to me.”
My chin dips to my chest as the pain gets even worse. It doesn’t matter that I wasn’t trying to hurt anyone.
I still did, even when it was the last thing I wanted, and that makes it all even worse.
Because of me, my best friend is fighting with the love of her life. Because of me, the Rivers sisters aren’t even speaking to each other. Because of me, Trish is locked up in Riverview facing the entire process of coming out against her will and all alone.
None of that would have happened if I’d just had a fucking ounce of impulse control instead of chasing after the next shiny thing to give me a moment of distraction from how unsatisfied I am with my life.
“Okay.”
Emily’s answer sounds far from convincing, and I don’t blame her. All the evidence suggests Kim is wrong.
“I’m gonna need you to trust me on this one, babe.”
I hear some more footsteps, and a moment of silence passes before Emily lets out a sigh heavy enough for me to hear all the way out on the stoop.
“Okay. I’m sorry. That was harsh. I just—” Her voice hitches. “I just wish she would talk to me.”
I hear a muffled sob, like she’s buried her face in Kim’s shoulder, and I decide I’ve eavesdropped long enough. My legs feel wobbly as I take a few steps away from the A-frame. There’s a ringing sound in my ears, and my face has gone numb.
I glance at the main house before turning in the opposite direction. I can’t hang around in the living room of the Rivers house with a book and a cup of hot cocoa like a welcome guest when I’m the reason the whole place is in turmoil.
I don’t realize where I’m headed until the sound of a snapping twig makes me pause. I jerk my head to the side, scanning the forest surrounding me until I spot a squirrel darting up a tree, and I realize I’ve started walking up the dirt road that leads to the highway.
I keep going, my breath making small bursts of condensation bloom in the chilly air. I focus on the rhythm of my steps as I trudge along the packed-down earth pebbled with smooth stones, but the beat of my footsteps isn’t enough to drown out the echo of Emily’s voice in my head.
I just didn’t think she’d go that low.
Bitter and shallow.
My jaw is clenched so tight my teeth ache, and my hands are balled into fists at my sides. I walk for long enough that I work up a slight sweat under my jacket. The highway always seems so close in a car, but on foot, the path through the trees feels much longer.
I force myself to keep walking, even when I began to pant from the effort of trudging uphill. The exertion feels like it’s the only thing keeping me grounded, like if I stop, I might dissolve into nothing but the guilt gnawing at my stomach and pounding in my head.
The back of my neck is damp by the time I’m nearing the highway. The fresh scent of the fir trees around me is mixed with the earthy aroma of wood smoke. I rake my gaze over the forest for signs of a fire, but then my eyes land on the outline of the building just visible through the trees up ahead.
Riverview.
I stumble to a halt
Trish is in there.
Trish is in there, and maybe that’s why my guilty conscience led me here. This might be my last chance to speak to her alone before I leave tomorrow.
This might be my last chance to speak to her alone ever.
I shift my weight from foot to foot as I stand there breathing in the scent of the café’s fireplace, warring with the competing impulses to get closer and to run as far away as I can.
Trish might not want to see me. In fact, I know she doesn’t want to see me, but I don’t know what would be worse: leaving things as they are, or taking a stab at an apology that might do more harm than good.
My feet seem to make the choice for me, guiding me forward and then making me turn into the small gravel parking lot. Even now, the pull to be near Trish Rivers is too strong to resist. She’s in there and she’s hurting, so I need to be in there too.
Her station wagon is parked next to the small, tin-roofed building that’s got the slightest slope to its foundation. A newer-looking extension has been added to create a screened-in patio area filled with tables, but they’ve all been stacked up and covered for the winter.
Grey smoke billows from one of the building’s two chimneys. Riverview Café and Kitchen is spelt out in curly cursive letters on a wooden sign above the door. Gingham curtains are drawn behind the door’s paneled glass window, and the metal sign hanging from a chain in front of them has been flipped around to say ‘Closed.’
I reach for the worn brass door handle anyway, but it doesn’t budge.
Part of me recognizes this as my last chance to run, but the rest of me knows if I don’t do this now, I won’t do it at all.
I have to face her.
I raise my trembling fist and bring my knuckles to the wood. The knock is barely a tap, and it takes me a few seconds to work up the nerve to try again.
My throat feels like it’s swelling shut, and I have no idea what I’m going to say when or if she opens the door. I knock in time to the rapid staccato in my chest, my heartbeat surging even faster when I hear footsteps approaching.
I should stop knocking now.
A choked sound gets caught in my throat when I realize I can’t stop knocking. My chest is too tight. My knees are too shaky. My heart is beating way too fast, and the only thing keeping me from bolting across the highway and disappearing into the depths of the forest is the incessant tap tap tap of my knuckles.
“I heard you!” Trish’s familiar holler sounds out from behind the door.
She yanks the curtain back, and my hand freezes.
My whole body freezes. I don’t even blink as I watch her annoyed expression shift into shock behind the glass.
With her wide eyes still peering straight into mine, she twists the lock. The handle turns, and she steps back to pull the door open enough to lean against the frame. She crosses her arm over her chest, her slack-jawed stare turning into a tight-lipped grimace, but I can see the flare of her nostrils and the rapid rise and fall of her chest, like underneath her controlled exterior, she’s as panicked as I am.
I notice there’s a smudge of flour at the edge of her hairline. Her sleeves are rolled up to her elbows, and she’s wearing a purple apron with a design featuring two kittens shooting laser beams out of their eyes.
I’m hit with the insane urge to burst out laughing.
Of course Trish has a laser beam kittens apron. Of course she’s wearing it right now. Suddenly, the whole situation seems funny enough that I’m about to tip my head back and cackle like a deranged super villain, but then I notice the subtle details: the way her pupils are rimmed with red like she’s been crying for way too long, the limp strands of her hair escaping a disheveled bun, the fact that I’m pretty sure she was wearing the exact same shirt yesterday.
I realize Emily wasn’t exaggerating when she said she was worried Trish slept out here last night.
Another stabbing pain claws at my gut, and I can’t keep from wincing.
“Trish…”
My voice sounds cracked and raw, which is exactly how I feel as I look at her.
The grim line of her mouth twitches, and she turns her head to the side just as I see her eyes turn glassy. She yanks the door open a few inches wider and steps back enough for me to follow her inside.
I spare the place a quick glance. One door of the woodstove is open, the bright orange flames inside filling the room with a flickering, warm glow to fight off the gloominess of the grey daylight. None of the lights are on, except for where I can see the glare of the fluorescents behind the door to the kitchen. All the bottles and bags filled with Trish’s creations line the shelves in tidy rows. The air smells like smoke, dough, and sugar.
My muscles ache with the desire to collapse into one of the mismatched chairs at the tables. I want to sit with Trish by the fire, the burning logs keeping us warm while I ask her about each and every recipe. I want time to taste them all. I want to hear her stories, her memories, her ideas.
I want to memorize them. I want time to memorize her. I want to know her as well as I know the real estate stats of Toronto. I want to be able to recall every tiny part of what makes Trish Trish in perfect detail, but I don’t have time for that.
I never did, and so I never should have started in the first place.
She clears her throat, watching me with wary eyes and her arms crossed over her apron.
“I just wanted to say…I’m sorry,” I rasp.
It’s not enough. It’s not nearly enough, and I have no idea what would be enough.
My stomach churns, and I start to wish I’d chosen fleeing into the forest over this.
Trish’s eyebrows shoot up at my words.
“For what?”
I force myself to swallow past the swelling sensation in my throat.
“For…everything. I-I screwed you over.”
Trish’s eyebrows somehow climb even higher.
“What?”
I fist my hands around the ends of my jacket sleeves, bracing myself to say it all out loud, right here, to her face.
“I knew I was leaving,” I begin. “I knew you deserved someone who…who could be here with you, be here for you, and I…I still let what happened at the lake happen. You were vulnerable, and I took advantage of it, and now also I’ve taken away your chance to come out to your sister in your own time, and—”
She lets out a sound somewhere between a scoff and a bark of laughter. Her eyes glint, but this time it’s not from tears. A twisted smile that sends a chill up my spine takes over her face.
“Is that how you see me?” Her voice is way higher than normal. “Vulnerable?”
She shakes her head a few times. One of her eyebrows twitches, and for a second, I’m struck with the urge to take a step back.
“I-I don’t mean it as a bad thing,” I stammer. “I-I just mean you’re going through a lot, and what you needed was someone safe to listen to you, and I…I took advantage of that.”
The strained smile slides off her face, replaced by a blank stare that’s even more unsettling.
“That’s really what it felt like to you?” she asks, her tone as impassive as her face. “Like you were taking advantage of me?”
A hundred images race through my mind as I hunt for an answer.
Trish laughing from the stands while I strode around the stage at the theatre, desperate to make her smile.
Trish on the deck at the house, hands wrapped around a steaming mug and the first light of the day framing her head like a faint halo.
Trish in the tent, her dark eyes glittering in the night as her body arched beneath her sleeping bag.
Trish’s mouth just a breath away from mine, with no one but the trees to see us as we kissed for the very first time.
None of that felt like taking advantage of her. None of that felt like doing something wrong, at least not when it was just us. When we were the only ones around, every reason to stay away from her seemed faint and fluttery, like an inconvenient insect I could brush away into the wind.
When it was just us, things made sense, but then the rest of the world always rushed back in.
“Jesus Christ.”
The venom in Trish’s voice jerks me back to reality. She turns her back to me, her shoulders shaking as she lets out an eerie laugh.
I lift my hand to reach for her arm but then let it drop back to my side without touching her.
“Trish—”
“It’s no wonder you hated me on sight,” she snaps, “if you think I’m so vulnerable, and helpless, and desperate. In fact, it all makes sense. You pity me.”
I suck in a breath and then stride over to stand in front of her, spreading my hands in desperation. “I don’t pity you! That’s not what I mean at all.”
She shakes her head, her gaze pinned to the floorboards. “I don’t see what else you could mean.”
I press my lips together as the truth springs up within me, begging to be released.
I mean when I’m with you, everything somehow makes complete sense and absolutely no sense at all.
I mean you’ve shaken up everything I thought I knew about my life and left it spinning so fast I can’t tell up from down or right from wrong.
I mean I’m falling for you, harder than I’ve ever fallen for someone before, and I don’t know how to stop.
I open my mouth, but no sound comes out.
I can’t tell her that. I can’t tell her that because it changes nothing.
I still should have held back.
I still should have made sure we never ended up in this situation at all, not when I’m in no position to promise her any of the things she deserves.
I clamp my mouth shut and then open it again, grasping for words that will make this all better, words that will explain everything, words that will get her to look at me instead of burning a hole into the floor.
If she would just look at me, maybe I could get the message to pass between us like all the unspoken moments that led us here.
She takes a step away from me, and then another.
“Just go.”
The words are harsh, edged with a brutal finality that makes something in my chest crack.
“Just go, okay?” she orders. “Just leave. It’d…it’d be better if you’d never come here at all.”
My ribs feel like they’re caving in, gouging my lungs as I fight for air.
I know she doesn’t just mean here, today, at Riverview.
She means Three Rivers. She means the whole town of River’s Bend. She means all of Vancouver Island.
She thinks it’d be better if I’d never barged my way into any part of her life, and my knees threaten to buckle underneath me when I realize I’ve got no argument for her.
She’s right.
I never should have come here at all.



 

Chapter 19 

Trish

Kennedy is gone.
I still haven’t said more than a few words to Emily, so I have no idea what time Kim left to drive Kennedy down to Victoria this morning. Since it’s now past ten at night, I can only assume she’s long-since boarded a plane back to Toronto. She’s probably even landed already.
My stomach lurches.
I turn off the highway and onto the road to Three Rivers. I woke up long before anyone else in the house this morning and got a couple hours of chores done at Riverview before heading to my first catering gig of the season. I’ve been picking up shifts with local catering companies during the campground’s off-season for years, and today seemed like a fitting occasion to keep myself busy with menial chopping tasks.
My lower back is aching, and I’m pretty sure I reek of pasta salad and baked tilapia, but spending the day running around a cramped, overheated kitchen while getting yelled at by the hyped-up head of the catering company did keep my mind off Kennedy.
Now, driving up the familiar road home with my headlights cutting a path through the dark trees, there’s nothing to distract me.
Kennedy is gone, and the last thing I said to her was that I wish she’d never come here at all.
My hands flex around the steering wheel, squeezing so hard my knuckles go white.
I didn’t mean it.
There was a part of me that wanted to mean it, wanted to compress every feeling swelling in my chest into a simple recipe of regret and contempt, but nothing about Kennedy’s time here was simple.
I reach the house and pull into my usual parking spot. Most of the windows are dark, but the porch light is still on, and I can see a lamp glowing in the living room. My dad must have left them on for me.
I cut the engine and slump in my seat, my eyes drifting closed as I let the silence swallow me up for a moment.
I only get a few seconds of peace before my mind starts replaying images I don’t want to see, like Emily’s wide-eyed stare at the Kennedy Lake campsite, pure shock morphing her features into something out of a cartoon as she caught me making out with a woman.
Sometimes, late at night when I’d been lying awake long enough to stop making excuses for my thoughts about girls, I’d wonder if Emily ever suspected something, if the person who knows me better than anyone else could figure out this part of me even when I had no idea how to do that myself.
That look she gave me answered everything.
She never guessed.
She never knew.
It shouldn’t matter, but I can’t keep her surprise from reminding me of all the things I’ve told myself for years: that me liking girls is too much, that I can only ask for so much love, so much acceptance, and that I’ve already used all of it up by being the unimpressive sister, the one who isn’t all shiny and accomplished the way Emily and Clover are.
I tremble even though I’m huddled up in a winter coat. I try to take a deep breath, but my lungs won’t fill all the way up.
I wait another few moments, and then I grab my purse off the passenger seat and slide out of the car. If I’m going to spend yet another night freaking out, I might as well do it in the comfort of my bedroom.
The woods whisper their usual melodies as I cross the few steps from my car to the house. I’ve only just cracked the door open when Newt comes scrambling out of the living room to meet me. I reach a hand down to placate him and shove my way inside, peering at the light from the living room that’s spilling into the hallway.
Newt always sleeps in my dad’s room. There’s no way he’d be hanging around in the living room by himself.
“Dad?” I call as I kick my shoes off. “Are you still up?”
I’ve made it two steps down the hall when a soft voice answers my greeting.
“Um, hey.”
I turn the corner, and there’s Emily, a crocheted blanket slipping off her shoulders as she rises from the couch. She’s wearing dark blue pajama pants and a pullover sweatshirt with the Three Rivers logo on the front. Her face is sunken, like she hasn’t had a decent sleep in several nights, and her usual no-nonsense ponytail has been replaced by a haphazard top knot most of her hair has escaped from.
I stumble to a halt. She’s never up this late. Hell, I’m never even up this late, not unless I’m working a catering shift.
“What are you doing here?” I ask, keeping my voice low so we don’t wake Dad up.
It comes out more accusatory than I meant, and I see her wince. Guilt tugs at my stomach.
“I just wanted to make sure you got home safe,” she says.
Even in the dim light from the single lamp illuminating the room, I can see she’s got purple half moons under her eyes. Her skin doesn’t have its usual ‘just applied five thousand skincare products’ glow, and that more than anything makes me realize how not okay she is.
It takes a true disaster to come between Emily and her skincare routine.
“Oh,” I say. “Um, thanks.”
Neither of us moves. We stand facing each other from across the room, like strangers who’ve crossed paths by mistake instead of two sisters who’ve been best friends their entire lives.
We’ve fought before. We’ve gone days without speaking in the past, but that’s not what this is. Our arguments always feel red hot and fiery, like a flame we know will burn itself out with enough time.
This silence between us now is cold, the kind of cold you don’t come back from, the kind of cold that freezes a part of you until it breaks off and gets left behind.
We haven’t talked because we don’t know how to talk, not about something so big that’s gone unspoken for so long.
“You must be tired,” she says. “That was a long day.”
The words feel hollow, like a front for everything else lurking in the room, but I still follow her lead with the small talk.
“It was.” I bend down to scratch Newt’s ears where he’s been nudging at my leg for attention. “The first day back at catering is always a lot, but it was good to have something to keep me busy.”
I clamp my mouth shut, but it’s too late to call the words back in. The chill in the air plummets another few degrees at the acknowledgement that I needed something to keep me busy, that there was something—someone—I wanted to be distracted from.
“You’re not at your house,” I blurt, stating the obvious.
“I didn’t want to miss you,” she answers. “I, um…well, like I said, I just wanted to check on you.”
“I’m fine.”
Once again, my voice comes out harsher than I meant. My hands are shaking, the tremors making Newt whine with concern. He starts licking the black pants of my catering uniform, but I’m too numb to tell him to stop.
I can’t look at Emily. All I can do is stare at my pale fingers moving over Newt’s black fur.
“Trish…”
Emily moves closer. Newt thumps his tail in anticipation of more scratches, but she stops when she’s still a couple steps away.
“Trish,” she repeats, her voice thick and close to cracking. “Why…why didn’t you tell me?”
I find the strength to look up at her, and when I do, I see her eyes are shining with tears.
“You know you could have told me, right?” she asks. “I just need you to know that. I accept you. I love you. You can tell me anything. You never have to worry about that. It’s just like with me and Clover. You—”
“It’s not.”
Now I feel it: the first lick of fire cutting through the cold.
“It’s not like with you and Clover,” I say as Emily’s mouth falls open in surprise. “It’s not the same for me.”
I straighten up, the words shooting out of me like rockets that have been waiting years to launch.
“I’m not out getting a million university degrees and saving the world from the climate crisis with my giant brain. I’m not the official head of the family business. I didn’t go to a fancy design school in Vancouver. The one time I even tried to do anything like that, when I went to culinary school, I…I didn’t make it. I had to give up. I—”
“You did not give up,” Emily interrupts, her eyes still shining. “That asshole—”
“Yeah, he was an asshole,” I cut in, suppressing a shudder, “but let’s face it. If it hadn’t been what happened with him that sent me home, it would have been something else. I didn’t even like Vancouver. The city was…too much. I just felt bad about myself all the time. Sometimes I don’t even know if I live here because I like it here or because I just can’t handle life anywhere else.”
I tremble again as the admission slips out. Emily gasps and presses one hand to her mouth for a moment before she speaks again.
“Trish, I live here too. I’m doing the same thing as you: running our family business in the town we’ve always lived in. That’s not pathetic. That—”
She’s still not getting it. Heat builds in my chest. I curl my fingers and dig the tips of my nails into my palms to keep from snapping at her.
“You run the business,” I say as evenly as I can manage. “You’re the CEO. You’re even technically my boss, since Riverview is officially under the same business as Three Rivers. I just…make bread. That’s what I do. I make bread and cookies and funny jokes. That’s all anyone’s ever really expected me to be able to do.”
I know I sound like a pouting child, but I’ve gone my whole life without putting this into words. I think maybe I’ve never even admitted all of this to myself before, let alone Emily.
“Trish, that is not true,” she tries to reassure me. “You run a business. Riverview is yours. Paperwork is just paperwork. You know I’m not going to come in and steal it away from you just because I feel like it.”
The silence that follows is heavy, as if I could reach out and snatch at it like a thick curtain hanging between us.
“Right?” Emily asks, her voice high-pitched. “You know that, right?”
I press my lips together.
I want to be a good sister. I want to tell her I don’t mean any of this, but there’s another part of me, a stronger part of me, that knows the truth needs to come out.
We both need this. If we’re going to keep being the kind of friends we’ve always been, I need to say this, and she needs to understand why.
“I mean, I know you wouldn’t do it just because you felt like it,” I say, “but what if you thought I was doing a bad job? What if you thought it was too much responsibility for me? What if you thought I should be paid less? What if you wanted to fire me?”
“Trish.” She lifts her hand to her mouth again, her eyes now wide with horror. “Where is this coming from? Have you…have you felt like this all along?”
I give a now whining Newt a few calming pats while I consider my answer.
“It’s not like I think about it all the time,” I begin. “I know you wouldn’t actually do it, but you could, Em. You technically have that power, and I’ve always told myself it doesn’t matter, but I think maybe it does. I just…I’m just trying to tell you that…”
She gapes at me, her face pale, and I realize this still isn’t getting through to her. What I’m trying to explain is bigger than Riverview. It’s bigger than all of Three Rivers.
It’s bigger than us.
I wrack my brain for something that will make her understand, and that’s when I see it: that view of the empty bleachers while I stood on the theatre stage in town.
That view I’d never seen before in my life.
“Okay, look,” I tell her, “that time Kennedy and I disappeared for a while when we were all at the bar for dinner?”
She tilts her head and squints. “Yes?”
“Well, we broke into the theater, and—”
“What?” she blurts. “Why?”
I shrug. “Why not?”
She lets out a quiet chuckle, and for a second, the tension in the room melts away.
“Right,” she says. “I forgot we’re talking about you and Kennedy.”
You and Kennedy.
Any ease that had slipped back into the atmosphere vanishes as an image of Kennedy’s haunted face the moment before she left Riverview for the last time fills my vision.
I clear my throat and continue, my voice close to a whisper now.
“She wanted to see it. She used to be a theater kid, so she hopped the fence to go check it out, and I decided I shouldn’t leave her alone. Anyways, I was sitting in the stands, looking at the stage, and I realized…I’d never stood on that stage before.”
Emily squints again. “What do you mean? I’m sure you’ve been up there at some point. Every kid in River’s Bend does something on that stage at some time or another.”
A sigh slips out of me as I shake my head.
“Yeah, that’s what I thought too at first, but I kept digging through my memories, trying to figure out when I would have been up there, and I realized…it never happened. Never.”
Emily’s forehead wrinkles. “But what about when you…”
She trails off, her face going blank as she blinks a few times.
“Yes?” I say, even though I know she won’t have an answer.
“I thought…but…never mind.”
I nod. “Exactly. I was never up there, and I think maybe…maybe that was on purpose, because even as a kid, I realized it took a lot more work for people to like me than it took for them to like you and Clover.”
Emily gasps. “Trish, that’s not tr—”
Another bolt of flames shoot through me. I press my fingers to my temples and force myself to take a deep breath, which makes Emily fall silent.
“Emily, please listen to me,” I say, each word strained with urgency. “I need you to hear this.”
Something about my voice seems to get through to her. Her shoulders slump, like the urge to defend and reassure me—or maybe herself—has whooshed right out of her.
“Okay.” She bobs her head in a few nods and leads the way over to the couch. “Okay, yes. Of course.”
We each take one end, sinking into the well-worn cushions and twisting around to sit cross-legged and face each other like we have during so many sister chats before.
Except this one is different. I can feel it in the way we avoid each other’s eyes for a few seconds before I find the courage to lock my gaze with hers.
I take another deep breath.
“I was a loud and often obnoxious child who didn’t know when to stop talking,” I say, “and you know what? I love that about myself. I love that I never let the world train me into being quiet, even if I’d have been easier to digest that way.”
Emily’s jaw works like she’s holding back something she wants to say, but true to her word, she sits there and keeps listening instead.
“I also never did as well as you in school,” I continue. “Even Clover kept doing better in school than I did at her age. I know I’m smart in a lot of ways that don’t show up on high school exams, but I didn’t realize that until much later. Plus, even now, I’m not…I’m not the same kind of good-looking that you two are, and let’s face it: I might love my body. I might accept it. I might have worked hard to realize I don’t have to be thin to be valuable or attractive, but most of the world just…isn’t going to do that, and sure, I can spend my life trying not to give a fuck about it, but it’s always going to hurt, at least a little bit.”
I pause to catch my breath and to make sure she’ll let me keep going. I brace for her to tell me none of that matters, that I shouldn’t let it bother me, but she stays quiet.
My chest loosens a little when I realize she’s not going to be like everyone else and tell me to ‘just ignore the haters’ or some other bullshit that doesn’t actually acknowledge the depth of the problem. I reach over to give her knee a quick squeeze before I keep going.
“So that’s…that’s what people saw when I was growing up: the loudest, dumbest, biggest Rivers sister. That’s why I always tried to be the funniest sister too, because it kind of distracted people from the rest, but…the point is, when you came out, it was the first time you’d had to ask the whole world to accept this huge way you were different.”
I shift on the couch as I realize that’s not entirely fair to her.
“I mean, I know you’re not a perfect angel,” I add, “and that you’ve faced struggles and rejection in your life too. I know coming out wasn’t actually the one thing in life that was hard for you, but…I don’t know if you can understand what it’s like to have your very earliest memories in life be of worrying that you’re less loveable than everyone else.”
She stares at me, her eyes shining and her hands squeezing together in her lap.
“So that’s why I didn’t tell you I like girls,” I say. “Honestly, Em, that’s why I never let myself believe it before now. I always told myself I was making it up, that it couldn’t be true, just so I wouldn’t have to add one more thing to the list of stuff about me people have to learn to accept.”
I stare down at my lap, nothing but our breathing and the occasional creak of the house filling the silence.
When Emily finally speaks, her voice is shaky. I look up to find her staring at me with one hand outstretched like she’s not sure if she’s allowed to touch me.
“I-I didn’t…” she stammers. “I didn’t realize…I mean, I always knew it must be hard for you, dealing with all that, but I…”
She swallows, and when she starts again, her voice is steadier.
“Trish, I’ve never seen you as the dumb sister, or the annoying sister. You’re my sister. You’re one of my favourite people in the entire world. You always have been and always will be, and I’m…I’m so sorry I didn’t see just how much you were hurting. I’m sorry I wasn’t there for you. I’m sorry I wasn’t someone you could talk to, and, god, I am so sorry I kept pushing things with Scooter on you. I’m sure that made it all even worse. I should have listened to you every time you told me you were just friends. I should have listened to you about a lot of things.”
Her hand is still hovering. I lean forward and take it, entwining my fingers with hers.
“Thank you.”
I can feel the beat of her pulse at her wrist.
We might not live the same lives, but we still share the same blood, and that means something—something I can count on.
“I…I didn’t really realize all of it until lately,” I tell her. “I think I just sort of accepted it as the way things are. It became automatic, but…but after we lost Mom, I just…I couldn’t make sense of myself the same way. Nothing made sense after she died.”
My voice cracks on the last word, and Emily sniffs.
“I know,” she murmurs.
I squeeze her hands. “I keep wishing I could just turn back into that version of me from before, that we all could.”
She dips her head in a slow nod. “I used to wish that too.”
“What changed?”
She raises an eyebrow. “Honest answer?”
I chuckle, and we release each other’s hands to settle back into our places on the couch.
“Honest answer.”
The corners of her mouth lift before she says, “Kim.”
I chuckle again while a rush of tenderness floods my chest. “I should have known.”
Emily’s eyes go hazy as she stares across the room. “Kim made me realize that not only is it impossible to turn back, but that…that I don’t want to, that life is meant to be lived moving forward, even when it fucking hurts.”
We both fall silent as the truth of those words rings through the silent house.
“I wish being queer wasn’t something people had to accept,” Emily says after a minute, her gaze back on me now. “I wish it was something we could just be without this whole damn process involved, but you’re right. For many people, it is something they have to work to accept, and that sucks. It’s not easy to face, but, Trish?”
My heart pounds as I murmur, “Yeah?”
“This town does love you. I love you. Clover and Dad and…and Mom love you.”
Her lips tremble, and my eyes start to burn.
“River’s Bend wouldn’t be River’s Bend without you,” she continues. “Three Rivers sure as hell wouldn’t be Three Rivers without you.”
I probably shouldn’t interrupt the moment with a stupid joke, but some habits never die.
“It would be…Two Rivers.”
Emily’s eyes narrow for a second before she bursts out laughing, and I join in.
“Yeah, it would,” she says, “and how stupid would that sound?”
“Pretty damn stupid,” I agree.
“Exactly,” she says with a final snort before turning serious again. “Trish, I know there are parts of you that are different, that have made life hard because people don’t understand them, but that has never meant you aren’t so, so, so loved and so incredibly valued here. In fact, let me make a note to call our lawyer tomorrow.”
She twists around to grab her phone off the table behind her.
“Our lawyer?” I repeat while she swipes at the screen.
“Mhmm,” she answers, her eyes lingering on the screen for another moment before she looks up. “I’m going to set up a meeting for the whole family to see what we can do about making the paperwork more egalitarian. It’s not right to just rely on good faith in our arrangements. You’re an amazing businesswoman, and Riverview is yours. The way we run this business needs to officially reflect that.”
All the air whooshes out of my lungs as shock zings through me. A dozen doubts spring up a second later, and I clamp my jaw shut tight to keep from asking her if she’s sure or if she wants more time to think about it.
This is what I wanted. This is what I know I deserve, and I’m not going to be the thing that stands in my own way and stops me from getting it.
“Em…thank you.”
The burning sensation in my eyes morphs into tears that cloud my vision before streaking down my cheeks. Emily is crying too as she tosses her phone aside and lunges across the couch to pull me into a hug.
“I’m going to be there for you from now on,” she says as she squeezes me tight.
“You always are,” I tell her. “I just…didn’t know how to say all this before.”
“I’m glad you’ve done it now.”
We break apart, both of us sniffling and swiping at our eyes.
“Christ almighty, this is not how I expected the rest of my night to go,” I say, uncrossing my legs so I can properly sag on the couch in exhaustion.
Emily lets out a watery laugh. “You’re only person under sixty I know who would say ‘Christ almighty.’”
“It’s a classic!” I protest.
I slump forward to start pulling off the socks I’ve been wearing for way too many hours, but I pause when Emily clucks her tongue.
“Hold onto your socks,” she jokes. “There’s one more thing I think we should talk about.”
I raise an eyebrow. “Oh yeah?”
She darts her gaze away from mine for a second. “Yeah. Kennedy.”
A lump forms in my throat like I’ve just swallowed a rock.
“Right. Yeah.”
I get my socks all the way off and then sit back up.
“You don’t have to tell me anything if you don’t want to,” Emily assures me before a threatening note slips into her tone, “but if she hurt you, I—”
“I think I hurt her worse.”
The words sound hollow, mournful even, as if I’ve just moaned them into the living room like a haunting ghoul of regret.
It’s a pretty accurate description of how I’ve felt the past couple days.
“The last thing I said to her was that…that I wished she’d never come to Three Rivers at all.”
I know I shouldn’t tell Emily all of this, not right now. We’ve just covered a hell of a lot of ground. The Kennedy stuff could probably wait one more night, but I’ve been so alone in this, and now the one person I could talk to has flown back across the country.
The lump in my throat swells even bigger.
“But that’s not true,” I choke out. “I don’t wish that at all. I…I think maybe she’s the first girl I’m falling for, and I think maybe I fucked it all up.”
The shock on Emily’s face now could rival her reaction back at Kennedy Lake.
“O-oh,” she stammers once she’s picked her jaw up off the floor. “Oh, wow. You…you, like, fell for her?”
I hesitate for a second and then nod. “Yeah.”
I swear I’m going to be dealing with her eyes popping out of her head any second now.
“Like this wasn’t some…some vacation seduction?” she demands. “You actually fell for her?”
I burst out laughing.
“Vacation seduction? Now who sounds like they’re sixty?”
She keeps gawking at me, which just makes me laugh even harder. It takes me a few seconds to calm down enough to answer her.
“No, Em, she didn’t seduce me. I…”
I pause to clear my throat. Somehow, talking to Emily about a girl feels way more intense than blabbing to her about some guy, which is possibly because I never actually liked any of the guys we gossiped about, but I’ve decided to ponder the finer details of my sexual orientation once my life is no longer a raging clusterfuck.
“Neither of us meant for it to happen,” I continue, “but it did, and I…I was just so overwhelmed with everything after the canoe trip. She tried to apologize, and I wouldn’t let her. I wouldn’t listen, and…and now I don’t know what to do.”
My eyes are stinging again by the time I’m done. Instead of answering, Emily jumps up off the couch and brushes past me to head out of the living room.
“Where are you going?” I ask, a stab of pain hitting me in the chest when she doesn’t offer a hug or any comforting words.
She spins on her heels and points at the kitchen.
“I’m making tea,” she answers. “I lied before. You need to tell me everything.”
She comes to stand in front of me and grabs both my hands.
“You’re going to sit here with me,” she says, swinging our joined arms back and forth, “and drink some tea, and we’re going to figure this all out. Together. That’s what sisters are for.”
I don’t know how much figuring out there is to be done when I’ve literally sent Kennedy packing, but I’m still grinning in spite of myself as I watch Emily head for the kitchen with Newt at her heels.
The rest of my life might still be a clusterfuck, but this part right here, the part where my sister and I always land side by side ready to take on the world together no matter what life throws our way—this part is working out pretty good.



 

Chapter 20 

Kennedy

“Yes, Mom, I’ll be there.”
My voice is still groggy with sleep, which makes sense considering my mom has called me at 8AM despite being fully aware I only got into the Toronto airport at two in the morning.
“Great!” she says, her voice way too chipper in my ear. “That son of your dad’s coworker who’s also in real estate will be there, so it’ll be great networking for you. Of course, everyone can’t wait to hear all about your latest deal. It’s always fun to have a chance to brag about my hotshot daughter.”
I use the excuse of being dragged out of sleep to let my ‘mhmm’ sound more like a groan.
She hasn’t even asked about my vacation. She knows I’ve been away for three whole weeks, and the first thing she calls me about is a promotion party for my dad at their house tonight.
“Speaking of networking,” she continues, “my friend Cindy will also be there, and she and her husband have this condo that—”
“Mom.”
She tuts in response to me snapping at her, and I rub at my sleep-crusted eyes while I scour the depths of my soul for a shred of patience.
It is way too fucking early for this.
“My flight got in really late last night,” I say, my voice stilted. “If you don’t mind, I’m going to try to catch some more sleep so I can be alive at the party tonight.”
“Right, right. Of course. The time difference.”
I wait for her to make some kind of acknowledgement about my trip, but she doesn’t.
“Well, have a good sleep. We’ll see you at seven, sweetie!”
She hangs up, and I let the phone drop from my hand to bounce against my pillow before slumping down beside it. I yank my comforter up over my head to block the light streaming in around the edges of my blinds and groan.
It would be easier to be mad at her if she weren’t nice, if she didn’t call me ‘sweetie’ and her ‘hotshot daughter’ and tell me how proud she is of my career. It’d be easier if her approval didn’t feel so damn good despite everything I’ve sacrificed to get it.
I shut my eyes and try to go back to sleep despite my now rumbling stomach, but my brain is catching up with the present, which also means it’s catching up with the past.
Trish.
She didn’t say goodbye. I thought about texting her or even asking Kim to pull into Riverview on our way out of the campground yesterday morning, but the fact that Trish was long gone before any of us were even awake spoke for itself.
She didn’t want to say goodbye. She didn’t want to see me.
She didn’t even want to meet me to begin with.
The hollow ache in my stomach expands, scraping me raw with more than just hunger.
I give up on sleep and toss the covers aside. I’m wearing a pair of underwear and a tank top I don’t even remember slipping on after my jet-lagged shower before I crawled into bed last night. I flail a hand at my bedside table and shut off my white noise machine.
The din of Toronto fills the bedroom instead: blaring car horns, rumbling traffic, a distant siren, and some miscellaneous crunching and crashing noises down on the sidewalk that remind me it’s garbage day.
The city has continued to rush through the days without me. Deals have been struck, condos have been sold, and the sidewalks have surged with never-ending crowds of anonymous faces just trying to make it home for the night.
My head spins for a moment when I force myself to stand up, but I steady myself and head for the simple kitchen that backs onto my living room. A support pillar blocks a huge section of the floor-to-ceiling view of downtown that graces the living room, but of course, my landlord still charges through the nose for that view.
I don’t even spare it a glance as I hunt through my cupboards for something edible. I settle on some stale cereal. I dump the flakes into a bowl and then swear under my breath when I open my empty fridge and realize I don’t have anything to pour over them.
I grab a spoon anyway and hunch over the counter, shoveling dry, dusty-tasting cornflakes into my mouth.
Truly a ‘living the dream’ moment.
A strange feeling tickles the back of my brain as I’m eating. I whip my head around, scanning the apartment for any sign of something wrong, and that’s when it hits me: the street outside might be as loud as ever, but the apartment is quiet.
Too quiet.
Things were never completely quiet in the Rivers house. Between the clatter of Newt’s paws, Robert’s grumbles, Trish’s stomping around, and the door banging open and closed as the rest of the family cycled in and out all day, there was always something making noise. Even late at night, the log walls and crooked floors would create a slow rhythm of creaks and groans.
Really, it’s a wonder I got any sleep at all the past few weeks, but now, standing here in this grey-walled apartment I haven’t even bothered to decorate despite leasing it for almost two years, I’d give anything to hear some of that Rivers family chaos.
I walk over to the trash and dump what’s left of the sawdust in my bowl inside the can. Despite only managing a few mouthfuls, I’m not hungry anymore.
I grab my laptop out of my luggage and head for the couch. After sprawling on the cushions, I get started on what should be an all-consuming task: clearing out my work inbox.
I tried to keep the messages at bay by checking in now and then during my trip, but my inbox has still managed to explode into a feral hellscape of unanswered correspondence. Activating my ‘I’m on vacation’ auto-reply did nothing to stop my clients, bosses, and fellow agents at the firm from flooding me with tasks to attend to.
There’s even an email from a woman I vaguely remember going on a date with last month. I squint at the name to be sure. I have no idea how she got my work email, but when I open the message, I find a declaration that she resorted to Googling me since I wouldn’t answer her messages on the app we matched on.
I scan the rest of the message, cringing more and more with each word that seems to underline everything Emily said about me when I overheard her talking to Kim.
Look, it’s fine that you don’t want to go out with me again. I thought we had a good time, but whatever. I wasn’t lying when I said you left something here. I have your coat. I’m going to donate it if you don’t come get it by the end of the week.
-Laura
(brunette with glasses who works in a dentist’s office, since you seem to be the type not to remember your dates’ names)
Details of the date sharpen in my mind as I read: a few drinks at a bar after work one Thursday, a stumbling subway ride to her apartment for a nightcap, a tipsy make out session on her couch.
We didn’t even have sex. I remember looking at her living room wall over her shoulder while she kissed my neck and seeing the row of university degrees in gold frames sitting on a shelf.
I remember thinking, ‘My parents would love her.’
I made up an excuse to leave a few minutes later and apparently ran out of there so fast I forgot my coat.
I note the date of the email as I flip my laptop shut. My jacket has long-since been donated, but that’s not what has me shaking and wrapping my arms around myself as I curl up into a ball on the couch.
Emily was right about me.
Bitter and shallow.
I’ve built a life without substance. I’ve built a life that’s meant to be put on display, like an ornate slab of iced cardboard in a cake shop window. On the surface, I’m impressive. I have the job. I have the clothes. I have the apartment. I have the attitude I slip on like a power suit every day when I walk out the door, but it’s all a veneer.
It all comes crashing down with a few well-timed swings at my confidence, like a fake house’s façade on a stage. Behind that façade, I’m just empty space.
Hollow.
Shallow.
Kim has always said I’m picky, that I get bored and move on too fast before giving any of the women I go out with a real chance, but the truth is staring me in the face on my laptop.
I’m too scared to let anyone take a chance on me. I’m too scared they’ll find out the girl who’s spent her life making it look like she’s got it all on the surface has got nothing figured out underneath.



 

Chapter 21 

Kennedy

Istare at my distorted reflection in the shiny brass knocker on my parents’ front door. My glasses and forehead are huge, with my mouth and chin shrunk down enough to make me look like an alien with bad eyesight.
I feel like an alien, standing here in front of the burgundy door I’ve been passing through my whole life. I can hear music and voices inside; I’m almost an hour late to my dad’s promotion party after taking an accidental nap on my couch this afternoon.
The noise of the party feels like it’s cut off by more than just glass and wood. I spent the whole ride out here feeling like I was wrapped in a bubble, like I was watching the city from the outside instead of being part of it, tied to it, like I have been for my whole life.
I shiver as a gust of cold wind blows up the street lined with cookie cutter houses, cutting straight through the thin fabric of my jacket, and I decide I should probably save my existential crisis for a warmer location.
Inside, the house is packed, people spilling out of the living room and into the hall. A couple heads turn my way, but I don’t recognize anyone enough to know their names. I walk past the smell of garlic and herbs wafting out of the kitchen and poke my head inside to find a few of my mom’s friends gossiping over wine glasses while they help plate appetizers. They call out a hello to me, but I don’t spot my mom among them, so I duck out after giving them a wave and keep heading for the living room.
I have to worm my way through a trio of guys my dad’s age who look like they’ve had their fair share of whiskey already, but once I’ve reached the living room, there’s enough space for me to stand and scan the crowd.
My dad is pouring drinks at the bar cart and laughing with a few of his buddies from the bank. My mom is holding court on the couch, gripping my brother’s fiancée’s wrist as she swings their hands around to show off Kristen’s sparkling diamond.
I don’t know where Collin himself is, but my other two brothers are huddled in a corner with more of my dad’s business friends. Jake is wearing a gloating smile while a guy in a suit slaps him on the back and makes a booming declaration that we’ll all be calling him doctor soon.
At the very back of the room, I can make out the top two rows of the set of shelves hanging above the fireplace. Framed photos of me and my siblings fill each one, all of them either graduation portraits, sports team shots, or images of us clutching ribbons and trophies from some science fair or spelling bee or whatever other award ceremony my parents decided were worthy of placing on The Shelves.
There are no candid shots of us making sandcastles on the beach or grinning at the camera in our Halloween costumes. There aren’t even any of us blowing out birthday cake candles.
I never thought that was weird before. I always thought it made sense that the moments we memorialized were the biggest, brightest, and shiniest of our accomplishments, the ones we could pull off the shelves when guests came over to show off and say, ‘Look what I did!’.
“Kennedy!” My mom pops up off the couch as soon as she spots me lingering at the edge of the room. “Come here!”
She swoops over and grabs my arm before dragging me back to the couch. I catch a whiff of her signature vanilla perfume. Usually, she wears glasses like me, but she must have her contacts in for the party. Her hair is dyed a slightly lighter shade of brown than the last time I saw her, and she’s wearing a floral high-necked dress over black tights and heels.
“Here’s my real estate hotshot!” she says, patting my sleeve as everyone shuffles around on the couch to give me a spot beside her. “Now, exactly how many houses did you sell last month? I was bragging about you earlier, but I wanted to make sure I got it right.”
The crowd around us titters with laughter, and I feel my face heating up.
“Um, I’d have to check,” I mutter.
She jostles my shoulder with hers. “You’re just being modest. That’s why I need to do the bragging for you. I never miss an opportunity to talk about what an amazing career you’re building. In fact, we need to go find Cindy right now so you can chat about that condo!”
Once she’s excused us, she takes my arm again and leads us to the kitchen after a quick pit stop for me to congratulate my dad. My brothers make faces at me as I pass by, and I hold my thumb and forefinger up in an L shape to remind them they are both losers.
Our usual sibling greeting makes me grin, but the smile is wiped off my face as soon as Mom tugs me into the kitchen and we repeat the whole ‘I present to you my accomplished and successful daughter’ process with her wine drunk friends.
She doesn’t mention that I just took a trip across the country all by myself. She doesn’t ask me to share stories about my vacation or how Kim is doing. We just chat about my firm for a couple minutes before she shoves a glass of wine in my hand and clears a place at the kitchen table crowded with empty finger food platters so Cindy and I can ‘talk shop.’
I’m not even sure what I say about the condo. I can barely get my eyes to focus on the photos Cindy pulls up on her phone. The music, voices, and clinking glasses sound distant and fuzzy in my ears. The wine tastes like water on my tongue.
All of my senses have been dulled, thrown out of focus by the aching sense of emptiness in my stomach, the one that seems to gnaw at me with claws and teeth that get more vicious with each minute that passes in this house. They yank out bigger and bigger chunks of me, carving out an even more gaping hollow inside.
I used to think I was born like this, that the constant hunger for more was part of me from the start, but maybe I was wrong.
Maybe living in this house is what made me hungry. Maybe being part of this family is what made me hungry. Maybe it’s the whole goddamn city that always leaves me so starving, and maybe that’s why going the farthest I’ve ever been from home helped me feel full for the first time in my life.
My mom’s friends carry out the platters of coconut shrimp and calamari, leaving just me and her in the kitchen while she waits for some mini quiches to come out of the oven. She looks back over her shoulder and asks if I want some more wine while pouring herself a glass of rose.
I shake my head.
That sensation of being in a bubble, of being wrapped up in an invisible layer that lets me look at my life here without actually living it, is what allows me to get to my feet and blurt the words I’ve been thinking all day.
“You didn’t ask me about my trip.”
“What’s that, sweetie?” she asks as she turns around.
“I was away for three weeks.” Even my voice sounds alien, unnaturally monotone as it reverberates in my ears like I’m hearing someone else speak instead of me. “You haven’t asked me one thing about my vacation. You’ve just gone straight back to talking about my work.”
She wraps her fingers around the stem of her wine glass and frowns. “Oh.”
“Do you not…care?”
My voice cracks on the last word.
She shakes her head and tuts. “Of course I care! I hope you had a great time seeing Kim. It’s just…well, you know I thought three weeks was a bit excessive and could hurt your position at the firm, so maybe that’s why I’ve been so focused on catching up with how your work is going. I don’t want you to fall behind. Plus, with Dad getting that promotion, and Collin getting engaged, and Jake all set to finish his PhD in a few months, I want to make sure everyone is hearing about your accomplishments too.”
She tips her wine glass towards me and takes a sip before grinning like we’ve got everything sorted out.
Before I went to Vancouver Island, I would have given up at this point, but things are different now.
They have to be different. I don’t know how long I can go on aching for a sense of satisfaction I now realize is never coming, not if I keep trying to find it the same way I always have.
“But that’s all we ever talk about.”
Two creases form between her eyebrows as she frowns again. “What do you mean?”
“Accomplishments. Achievements.” I take a step towards the island and plant my hands on the cold granite. “That’s all we’ve ever talked about. We don’t talk about the things that make us sad. We don’t even talk about the things that make us happy, not unless they’ve got some shiny winner’s ribbon on them.”
The words are getting louder now. I know I should rein them in, at least for now. I know my dad’s party isn’t the place to do this, but if I stop now, I might never start again.
“I mean, listen to yourself.” I sweep one of my hands out. “You just lumped Collin’s engagement in with a promotion and a degree. He is marrying the person he loves, and our family never even talked about his relationship until we started discussing whether he and Kristen were on track to achieve marriage or not. That’s kind of messed up, don’t you think?”
She blinks at me, and her bottom lip starts to tremble.
“Kennedy, wh-where is this coming from?”
Guilt tugs at my chest when I hear the wobble in her voice, but it’s not enough to make me back down.
“I’m sorry. I know you’re just trying to look out for me today, but—”
I pause and whip my head around at the sound of footsteps entering the kitchen.
“Ah, there you girls are!” My dad beams at us and sets an empty whiskey glass down on the island next to me. “Kennedy, I have someone to introduce you to. He—”
He cuts himself off as he takes in our matching tight postures and pinched expressions.
“Is everything all right in here?”
My mom is gripping her wine glass so tight I’m scared the stem is about to snap.
“Kennedy…Kennedy wants us to ask her about her vacation.”
My dad looks back and forth between the two of us like he’s waiting for the punch line to drop. When neither of us says anything, he leans an elbow on the island and nods at me.
“Oh, yes, your vacation! Wasn’t three weeks a little long? You’re sure that’s not going to impact your role at the firm? I—”
A scream is trying to force its way out of me, so I slap my palms against the granite as hard as I can instead. My mom gasps.
“Kennedy!” My dad’s eyes are wide. “What’s gotten into you?”
I blow out a shaky breath and take a step back so I can look at them both.
“Why can’t you just ask if I had a nice trip?” I ask. “If I saw anything cool? If I liked Vancouver Island?”
I sound whiny and petulant, like a teenager whose parents won’t give her what she wants, but maybe that’s the part of me that needs to speak today. Maybe that part of me has needed to speak for a long, long time.
“Kennedy.” My dad’s brow furrows. “Calm down. If you want to make small talk, we can make small talk. I don’t understand why—”
“It’s not small talk, though!” I raise my arms and then drop them to my sides with a smack. “It’s not small. I just went on the most life-changing trip I’ve ever been on, and it had nothing to do with my career or accomplishments. Why does anything that matters have to be something I can show off? Why can’t we talk about…about trees?”
The scent of fir trees fills my nose as I say it, and for a moment, I’m right back on the porch with Trish, staring into the forest, content to do nothing but sip coffee and be still and silent with someone I care about.
I refocus on reality and find both my parents gawking at me like an alien saucer really is hovering above my head.
“And the ocean,” I continue, ignoring their reaction, “and…and sitting around a bonfire late at night? Why can’t we talk about long drives and music and the best food we’ve ever eaten? Why is it always just about our jobs?”
I’m panting by the time I’m done, every part of me straining to make them understand. Just this once, I need them to understand.
They glance at each other and then back at me. My mom takes a step forward and lowers her voice, taking on the tone used to address the gravely ill.
“Kennedy, are you…high?”
I stumble back a step.
“What?”
She can’t be serious, but her concerned expression doesn’t waver. I look at my dad and find him squinting at my face, like he’s trying to get a better look at my pupils.
“I know people out in BC smoke a lot of marijuana,” my mom says, crossing her arms over her chest. “If you want to go live the island life on vacation, do what you will, but in this house—”
A bark of laughter bursts out of me and cuts her off.
If I thought this day felt surreal before, that’s nothing compared to the turn things have taken now.
“Mom, I am not high.”
I have to pause and let out a snort before I can continue.
“And contrary to your information,” I add, “Vancouver Island is not one giant pothead commune where I did nothing but smoke joints for three weeks.”
They keep looking between me and each other like they’re having a silent conversation about what kind of drugs I might be on, and even though it’s really not helping my case, I let out another laugh that’s bordering on maniacal.
“Do I really have to be high to want to tell my parents fun stories about my vacation?” I demand. “Is that really the kind of family we are?”
My dad clears his throat and plasters a no nonsense expression on his face.
“Kennedy, it’s okay to have fun, but—”
“It’s not, though!” I cut in. “Not for us. Even every hobby the boys and I had was about success, and if it became clear we weren’t going to be the world’s best at something, you…you told us to stop.”
Mom sets her wine glass down hard enough to make the base rattle.
“We did not do that!”
Her eyes glint, her chest heaving, and I can’t tell if she’s close to tears or if she’s bracing for a fight.
There’s no fight to have, though. There’s only the truth, and we both know what happened.
“After I flunked that audition for the summer program at the National Theatre School, you told me I should stop putting so much time into acting.” My voice has gone flat and alien again. “You told me it wasn’t worth it.”
That audition was supposed to change my life. My high school girlfriend and I were supposed to do the program together. It was supposed to be the highlight of my entire sixteen year-old existence, but in the end, it was the reason I never acted on a stage again.
Mom flinches, and I feel a bitter surge of satisfaction when she doesn’t try to convince me those weren’t the exact words she sat me down and told me in this very kitchen.
She opens and closes her mouth a few times, her gaze locked on mine.
“It was impacting your studies!” she finally gets out. “It was taking up time you could have been spending on homework. It’s not like you wanted to go to acting school after graduation. You’d already decided it was just a hobby, so—”
“It made me happy.”
My voice breaks, my shoulders sagging from the weight of realizing she already knew that. She saw how happy it made me every time she watched me on stage, and she still told me I should give it up.
“Wasn’t that enough?” I whisper, even though I already know the answer.
We all fall silent, and the noise of the party seems to rush back in. The pop of someone opening a fresh bottle of Prosecco makes me jump. The sound is followed by a chorus of cheering and claps.
“Look, Dad, I’m sorry to do this at your promotion party,” I say. “I really am, but…I hardly even see you guys unless there’s some new accomplishment to celebrate that brings us all together, and haven’t you ever wondered if it could be…different? I just…”
I squeeze my eyes shut and hold my breath for a second before saying the next part all in a rush.
“I don’t know how to trust you’ll still love me if I’m not impressive enough.”
My mom gasps again. When I open my eyes, she’s got her hands pressed to her chest and her mouth gaping in horror while my dad glares at me like he can’t believe I’d stoop so low to upset my mother.
“Kennedy!” Mom’s glassy eyes are seconds away from tears. “That’s ridiculous. We—”
“It’s not ridiculous.”
We all freeze and then spin around as a man’s voice fills the kitchen.
My brother Collin has just walked into the room—or maybe he’d been standing there way longer than any of us realized. He’s got a pained expression on that makes me suspect he’s been listening in for a while.
He steps up beside me and gives me a nod, and I decide I’ve never been happier to see his annoying, preppy lawyer sweater and dumb blond highlights he pays way too much for.
“I love you guys,” he says to our parents, “and logically, I know you’ll always love us, but…Ken is right.”
Some of the gratitude fades at the use of the nickname I’ve been giving my brothers hell for using all my life, but I resist leaning over and kicking him.
My heart pounds as I wait to hear what he’ll say next.
“I wanted to tell you all about Kristen way sooner. I mean, damn, I knew she was the love of my life after our second date, but…I felt like I couldn’t just present you with some girlfriend.” He adds air quotes around the last two words. “I felt like there had to be some kind of achievement involved, or it wouldn’t be special enough for everyone to care about…even though she felt special to me all along.”
A single tear has spilled down my mom’s cheek. Dad steps around the island to slide his arm around her. Guilt tugs at my chest again, but I press my lips together and stand there in silence beside Collin.
“Collin…Kennedy…” Her eyes roam over both of us. “W-we never meant for you to feel any of that. We just wanted you t-to get the most out of life, to go as far as you could. You deserve everything, and we wanted you to have it.”
Her voice is shaking with sincerity, and I know she’s telling the truth. I know both of them were only trying to take care of us, that they’ve always been trying to take care of us.
They really did try to give us the world, but as I look at my parents, really look
at them like the two flawed humans they are instead of just as my mom and dad, I realize that’s not something anyone can give, no matter how hard they try.
All that does is leave you hungry inside.
“I don’t need everything.”
Everyone looks at me, and I swallow before I go on.
“I don’t even want everything, and I’ve been so busy trying to do everything that I’ve never…I’ve never found what it is I actually want for me. I’ve been too scared of finding it and realizing it’s…it’s not impressive enough.”
My mom takes a step forward, stretching out her hands like she wants to scoop me and Collin up even though we’ve still got the kitchen island between us.
“I just wanted to be a good mom,” she says, her voice thick. “I just wanted you to feel good about yourselves, but I’ve…I’ve made you feel terrible.”
Her shoulders shake as she starts to cry for real, and my throat burns.
“Mom…”
I step closer too, but she lifts her palm to stop me.
“No, no.” She swipes at her eyes like the tears are annoying her. “You don’t need to comfort me. I should be comforting you. There is nothing that could make me stop loving you. I will always be proud of you, and you don’t…you don’t have to do anything to prove you’re worth that.”
Now I’m the one gawking at her like she’s been beamed in from another planet.
It’s everything I’ve ever needed to hear from her, but somehow, the words won’t compute.
“You mean that?” I ask, squinting at her and bracing her for to do something like laugh or take it all back.
“Of course I mean that!” she says through more tears. “Your dad means it too.”
She gives him a pointed look and then lunges for a roll of paper towel on the counter behind her so she can blow her nose.
My dad nods, staring down at the granite for a moment before he meets Collin’s eyes and then mine.
“Your mother is right. We will always love you. That’s a given. Even if you want to…to go smoke pot on Vancouver Island…we…we…”
He tenses like the words are physically painful to say, and after a moment of confusion, I realize he genuinely believes I somehow became obsessed with smoking weed over the past three weeks and am asking for my parents’ blessing.
Only my parents.
“Dad.” I shake my head and take a deep breath as I fight back a laugh. “I am not asking for you to approve of me spending the rest of my life on Vancouver Island smoking pot every day.”
Collin takes a step back and gives me an impressed stare.
“Did you smoke pot every day?”
“Oh my god, no!” I throw my hands in the air and roll my eyes. “I did not even smoke pot once on my whole vacation.”
“Well.” Mom clears her throat and gives her eyes a final dab with the paper towel. “I hear that in moderation, it can be helpful for stress, so if you really want—”
“Mom. Enough with the marijuana. It’s not relevant. How did we even get here?”
I dig my hands into my hair and raise my eyes to the ceiling.
“I’m just trying to say that we want to be excited about what you’re excited about,” she continues, “even if that turns out to be something we don’t understand.”
I lower my arms back down and stare at her, hope fluttering next to my heart.
“I’m sorry we didn’t do that for you in the past,” she tells me. “I’m sorry for what I said about acting. I had no idea what I said had such an impact on you, but it was still wrong to say it. It should have been enough just because it made you happy.”
A lump swells in my throat, and my shoulders begin to shake as I process what she’s said.
It’s all too much for me to take in right now, but I nod and then lean across the island, reaching for her hand.
“Thank you,” I say as I squeeze it. “That means a lot.”
She pats my arm with her free hand and then looks around at Dad and Collin too.
“Once this party is over, we’re all sitting down to talk as a family,” she announces. “Jake and Nicholas too. It looks like we have some things to set straight.”
Collin passes behind the island to stand on her other side and pull her into a hug. “Thank you, Mom.”
She lets him hold her for a moment and then nudges him away as she begins to cry again.
“All right, now get out of here before these mini quiches burn!”
She shoos us away with a tea towel she grabs off the counter and then buries her face in my dad’s chest before she starts sobbing for real.
Collin and I hover where we are. My dad wraps his arms around her and looks at us over the top of her head.
“Go back to the party, kids,” he says. “We’ll be out in a few minutes.”
I can’t feel the floor under my feet as I step into the hall. Collin looks as rattled as I feel. We stand side by side, staring into space for a moment, before he looks at me with the signature March siblings smirk.
“You totally did a bunch of drugs in BC,” he drawls. “There’s no way you would have said any of that to Mom and Dad without some kind of drug-induced epiphany. I mean, shit, I’ve been wanting to say that to them for two decades, and I’ve never had the balls.”
I scoff. “Well, I’ve always had more balls than you, Jake, and Nicholas combined.”
I expect him to hit me with an insult in turn, but instead, he just grins.
“That’s true.”
My jaw drops, and I can’t help wishing I got him saying that on film.
“Thanks for doing that,” he says, more sincerity than I’m used to hearing in his voice. “I mean it, Ken.”
And there goes the moment.
“Don’t call me Ken, asshole.”
I dig my elbow into his side, but I’m smiling. He starts heading down the hall to the living room, but I turn towards the front door instead.
“Where are you going?” he asks once he realizes I’m not following.
“I just need some air. I’ll be back in a minute.”
He shrugs and continues on his way. I step out into the chilly evening and pull the door shut behind me. I take a deep breath, ready to go sprint around the yard like an overexcited child as the shock of what just happened begins to morph into joy, but I freeze when I realize the air smells all wrong.
No fir trees. No damp earth. No wood smoke or hint of bread baking in the oven.
No rivers.
My shoulders curl in, and I wrap my arms tight around myself, wishing they were hers.
I don’t know if the air here will ever smell right again.



 

Chapter 22 

Trish

Emily snatches my phone out of my hands before I have a chance to scan through my playlists.
“Hey!” I shout as she settles back into the driver’s seat of her truck and starts swiping at the screen. “Shotgun gets DJ privileges! I even promised you I wouldn’t play anything you hate since you’re being nice enough to drive me.”
Emily just hums to herself and keeps scrolling.
“Fine,” I say, crossing my arms over my chest. “I guess you deserve to pick.”
The silvery-grey light of the midmorning sun is spilling through the gaps between the trees around us. I glance behind me at the back seat, where my suitcase is sitting stuffed with a few days’ worth of clothes, and my stomach twists with nerves.
I didn’t pack until I woke up this morning. I wasn’t even sure I’d go until this morning. In fact, I’m still not sure about this plan, but here I am in Emily’s truck with the dashboard stuffed with road trip snacks and a plane ticket from Victoria to Toronto loaded on my phone.
I bought the ticket after Emily and I split a bottle of wine in the A-frame during sister bonding night a couple days after I gave her the whole story about Kennedy. I ended up blubbering into my glass, moaning about how much I missed her and how I couldn’t stop thinking about where things might have gone between us.
The next thing I knew, I was on the Air Canada booking page with Emily cheering me on.
My pulse races, and for a second, the whole truck seems to spin.
I’m doing this. I’m in the car. I’m about to fly across the country to tell a girl I like her and want to give us another chance.
My legs twitch with the urge to bolt back up to my bedroom so I can dive under the covers and recite all the reasons going to Toronto would be absolutely insane.
“There we go,” Emily mutters just as my fingers are stretching towards the door handle.
I freeze as the familiar guitar chords filter through the truck’s speakers.
“Are you willingly playing a Tim McGraw song?”
Emily nods at me and grins. “I’m willingly playing a whole Tim McGraw playlist. I thought this was a good song to start with.”
I wrinkle my nose. “Is ‘Live Like You Were Dying’ really the best choice before I’m about to get on an airplane?”
She leans across the console to smack my shoulder. “Don’t be morbid. It’s an inspiring song!”
I raise an eyebrow. “You’re playing Tim McGraw and calling him inspiring? You must not have any faith in this going well if you’re being this nice to me.”
She glares and hits the pause button on my phone.
“I wouldn’t be driving you there if I thought it was a bad idea, Trish. I wouldn’t have convinced you to buy the ticket.”
Without the sweet sounds of my lord and savior Tim to distract me, the panic starts pushing back in, filling my chest until there’s no room left for air.
“We were drunk when I bought the ticket,” I say, my voice high-pitched and squeaky. “You sure it wasn’t the sauvignon blanc that thought this was a good idea, and not you?”
She chuckles and reaches over to squeeze my forearm. “I think the sauvignon blanc and I were in agreement. Look, Trish, you have a shot at something that means a lot to you, and whatever happens, I know you’ll be glad you took it. It’s just like when you told me to take a chance on Kim.”
I scoff. “Yeah, well, you and Kim were just being idiots and denying the truth of how you felt about each other.”
Emily tilts her head. “And this is different how?”
I spread my hands in exasperation. “I don’t know how she feels. I don’t even know how I feel. So much is new in my life right now, and I…I don’t know how to trust myself.”
I drop my chin to my chest. Emily is quiet for a moment before she slips her seatbelt off so she can lean closer to me.
“I think you do, Trish.”
I lift my head and find her giving me a blazing look that’s intense and tender all at once. It takes me a couple seconds to recognize that look, but when I do, my breath gets knocked right out of me.
She’s staring at me like she’s proud of me.
“You stood up to me and asked for what you needed from our business, from our family, even though it was hard,” she says. “You followed your heart with Kennedy even though it went against everything you thought was true about yourself. You bought that plane ticket even though it seemed crazy, even though it might actually be crazy, and it wasn’t because of the half bottle of wine you drank. It’s because no matter what limits get placed on you, you always find a way to be yourself.”
She pauses and lets out a soft laugh, some of the sternness of her expression relaxing.
“Trish, you’re one of the most yourself people I’ve ever met. It’s one of the things I love most about you. It’s one of the things I admire most about you.”
Emily Rivers—the golden girl, the perfect girl, the boss—admires me. She hasn’t just made me a bigger part of the business here because she felt guilty or sorry for me. She really thinks I’m worth it.
My heart swells.
“You don’t…you don’t think I’m just annoying?” I ask, wincing like this might all be a joke.
“Of course I think you’re annoying. You’re my little sister.” She grins before thrusting a finger towards my chest as she gives me a stern glare. “But I also think you’re brave, and kind, and funny, and creative, and talented, and determined. You don’t let anyone off easy, but you’re also always there for the people you love, and now it’s my turn to be here for you and remind you that you can do this.”
She gives my forehead a couple taps with the tip of her finger, and there’s something so innocent about the silly gesture that I can almost imagine we’re two little girls sitting on one of the picnic tables deep in the campground, the trees whispering her words back to me from high above our heads.
I’ve needed to hear those words for a long, long time.
“Thank you,” I say, my voice steadier than it’s been all morning.
She nods and then points at my phone. “Do you know why I picked this song?”
I shake my head. I assumed it was just the first track on the playlist.
“Because I know it’s the one Mom would pick if she were here.”
A pang of longing wracks my body at the mention of our mom, so sharp and sudden I wrap my arms around my stomach like I can somehow ward it off. My mom was always the only one who’d sing along to Tim McGraw with me instead of groaning with complaint when I put him on the stereo.
Emily turns to stare out the windshield, sniffling for a moment before she continues.
“I kind of…I kind of feel like she is here,” she murmurs, “and if she could talk to us, I think she’d say…that we should take every chance we get in life because none of us ever know how many we have left.”
I follow her line of sight to stare at the section of the campground we can see from here, the dirt road weaving out of sight between endless fir trunks with a few moss-covered shed roofs poking out of the bushes here and there.
This is our home. This is the place that brought our parents together, that brought our mother to this island to build our family.
The fear of leaving, of facing that same isolation, that same sense of lack within myself I felt every day I lived in the city all those years ago, hits me with a tremor even though I’ll only be gone a few days. The urge to flee to my bedroom and hide under the covers tugs my hand towards the truck door again, but I squeeze my hands together in my lap instead.
Whatever happens in Toronto, I can handle it.
Emily is right. Our mother had her whole life ahead of her one day and just months left the next. Everything changed for her, for all of us, with just a few words out of a doctor’s mouth.
It’s not fair and it makes no sense. It will never make sense, but if Mom could use what happened to her to teach us anything, it would be this. She’d have been chugging that wine bottle alongside us and cheering at me to press the ‘purchase tickets’ button even louder than Emily did. She’d have been turning the key in the ignition today before we’d even gotten in the truck with her.
If she could talk to us now, she’d say when life gives you a chance, no matter how terrifying that chance is, you can’t turn back. Not if you want to call yourself Mary Rivers’ daughter.
Without another word, I grab my phone, press play, and turn the speakers up. Emily shifts the truck into gear, and my dad comes out on the porch to wave us off while Tim McGraw guides us out of Three Rivers.
We’ve just passed through the campground gate when the chorus hits for the first time. I roll my window down to belt out the words. Emily laughs at me for a moment before joining in, and I don’t even tease her for knowing all the lyrics.
We’re still belting the song like our lives depend on it when we reach the highway. Emily starts to turn right, but I lunge for the volume knob and shout for her to stop as the realization that there’s something else I need to do here jolts me upright in my seat.
“Wait, wait!” I order. “Can you drive us into town first?”
She frowns. “That’s the wrong direction.”
“I know.” I bob my head, my leg bouncing. “I just want to stop at the bar.”
“The bar?” Her confused expression gets even more pronounced. “It’s not even open yet.”
“I know, but…”
I trail off and fumble for an excuse.
“I’m craving fries for the road,” I blurt after a couple seconds, “and Scooter is probably in there already. I’ll convince him to make me some.”
She gives me a look that says she knows I’m bullshitting her but won’t bother pushing things today.
“Okay,” she answers with a shrug before turning left.
We pass by Riverview, the curtains drawn and the ‘closed’ sign hanging on the door. I let out a long breath as the building I know so well fades out of sight in the rearview mirror.
Whatever happens, Riverview will be waiting for me, and maybe it’s not pathetic to find comfort in that. Maybe it doesn’t make me weak to find strength knowing there’s a town, a family, an entire community I can always return to and find my place, no matter how far I go or what happens anywhere else.
Maybe that just makes me lucky.
We pull in at the bar a few minutes later, and relief washes over me when I see Scooter’s motorcycle parked in the lot.
“I’ll just be a few minutes,” I tell Emily, already yanking my seatbelt off.
I jog across the parking lot, gravel crunching under my feet, and bound up the steps to the door. A ‘Sorry, we’re closed’ sign greets me in the window, but I give the handle a try anyway.
The door swings open, the hinges creaking as a blast from the heater warms my face. I’ve just taken a step inside when Scooter comes out from the back room. He cuts himself off in the middle of saying the bar is closed when he realizes the intruder is, in fact, me.
Then he makes a show out of rolling his eyes and snapping the towel he’s holding in my direction.
“You know, the hours of this establishment do apply to you too, Rivers.”
“Hmm. Are you sure?” I say, tapping my chin. I take another step inside and ask, “Can I come in?”
“I’m getting the sense I don’t really have a choice here,” Scooter answers, which is accurate since I’m already pulling the door shut behind me.
I turn back to face him and realize just how quiet the place is. He hasn’t even got any music playing, and I wish I had the distraction of making fun of his song selections.
“I just…I need to ask you something,” I say.
He nods for me to go on as he comes out from behind the bar and leans against one of the bar stools.
My throat now feels like it’s full of sand. I try to swallow, and I can’t.
“Trish?” Scooter asks, squinting at me. “Do you need some water or something?”
I shake my head.
I need to get this out.
I need to say it out loud to somebody, to hear just one voice telling me it’s not a completely insane idea, before I go after my shot with all I’ve got.
As the only other owner of a restaurant out here in our little town, Scooter is the closest thing to an informed opinion I’ve got.
I take as deep of a breath as I can manage with my chest so tight and spit the question out.
“If someone offered you a deal to collaborate on creating and selling food products with one of the biggest grocery store chains in the province, would you take it?”
He stays quiet for long enough I begin to think I blurted everything out way too fast to make sense, but then he pushes off the bar stool and comes to stand a few feet in front of me with his arms crossed over his chest.
“Are you asking me for business advice, or…?”
He lifts an eyebrow, and I can tell he already knows this is about more than shop talk.
I take another deep breath and fist my hands around the edges of my jacket sleeves when my fingers begin to shake.
“I’m asking if someone thought you were…thought you were good enough…for that, would you believe them?”
I’ve done it now. I’ve told someone about the email, about the deal. I don’t even know if it’s too late to answer the damn thing, but saying it out loud makes it real in a way it’s never been before, which also makes the possibility of the whole thing being some kind of a cruel mistake real too.
My eyes widen when, instead of answering, Scooter turns around and walks away without another word. My heart freezes in my chest until he slumps into one of the bar stools and motions for me to join him.
My pulse restarts, and with my hands still trembling, I perch on the stool next to his.
“Trish, I want you to listen to me very carefully because I’m only going to say this once before we go back to pretending like I’ve actually got a shot at competing with you, okay?”
He leans one elbow against the bar and props his chin on his fist while he waits for my answer.
He really is quite the handsome devil, but now that I know what it’s like to have a woman’s body pressed against mine—to have Kennedy’s body pressed against mine—I realize I’ve only ever found him handsome in the same way I sometimes find men in movies or on magazine covers handsome: a passing ‘oh, that’s nice’ rather than a heartrending, blood-thumping, teeth-gnashing need to touch every part of someone I can reach.
“Trish?”
My face heats up when I realize I’ve been blankly staring at him while thinking about getting my hands on Kennedy.
“Uh, yes,” I say, my nerves returning as I jolt back to reality. “Okay.”
Scooter straightens up in his stool, all his usual teasing slipping away as his voice deepens with sincerity.
“You are the best cook I have ever met in my life. You’re incredible, and it’s not just me who thinks that. Everyone who walks into Riverview walks out saying the exact same thing.”
My jaw has already dropped, but he doesn’t stop there.
“Plus, you’re more than just an amazing cook. You’re a businesswoman. You turned that whole place around and made it good enough for a huge company to take notice of you. Do you really think a company like that offers collaborations just for the hell of it? They picked you because you have something they can’t get anywhere else, even with all the money they’ve got. You’re the powerful one in this situation. You’re the one who is one of a kind, so don’t go questioning if you’re good enough, okay? All you have to decide is if this feels right for you.”
I grip the sides of the bar stool, convinced I’m about to tip over onto the floor.
At most, I was expecting a ‘go get ’em, tiger’ pep talk, but Scooter is looking at me like he really does believe every word he just said.
“You mean that?” I ask, just to be sure.
He nods, the corner of his mouth lifting. “I do. Do you believe me?”
There’s still a tiny part of me that wants to say no, that wants to remind him I’m just Trish, just the unremarkable middle sister known for being unable to keep her mouth shut and for baking some good bread from time to time, but that’s all that part is: small.
I’ve shrunk it down. I’ve put that voice that’s always cutting me down in its place. I’m ready to listen to new voices instead: Emily’s, Scooter’s—and most of all, mine.
My voice says I’m ready. My voice says I’ve been ready for far longer than I’ve been willing to believe.
“I do, yeah,” I answer, as a grin that mirrors his begins to take over my face. “Thank you, Scooter.”
He glances down at the bar top as he says, “David.”
I squint at him, wondering if I misheard. I’m about to ask what he’s talking about when the realization hits.
His name.
I haven’t heard anyone call him David in years, but before Scooter caught on as a unanimous nickname, that’s what we all knew him as.
“I’ve been thinking I might like it if people around here started calling me David sometimes,” he says, shifting in his seat, “but I’m not sure. I thought maybe I could, uh, try it out with you first, if you’re okay with that?”
My heart lurches as I watch him avoid my eyes and realize just how nervous he is.
I lean closer and squeeze his arm. “I would be honored, David.”
He blows out a breath, his shoulders sagging with relief.
“Okay. Cool. Thanks.”
A car horn blares outside, making us both jump. I glance around the room and realize I’ve been in here for way longer than I told Emily. I pull my phone out of my pocket and find she’s texted me three times to ask what’s going on.
“Shit,” I mutter as I stuff the phone back in my pocket. “I should go.”
“And I should finish putting my order away,” David-AKA-Scooter says as he slides off his stool.
I do the same, and we stand face to face, hovering as we both search for the words to wrap up whatever the hell just happened.
He’s the first one to speak, his familiar teasing grin slipping back into place.
“Now, I’m obligated to say none of this changes the fact that anyone who knows what’s good for them should come eat at my bar and not your cafe.”
I plant my hands on my hips. “And I’m obligated to say that’s bullshit.”
He tosses his head back and laughs. “I’d expect nothing less.”
“All right, burger boy,” I say as I head for the door, “I’ve got a plane to catch.”
His eyebrows shoot up. “A plane?”
“I’m going to Toronto. It’s a long story. I’ll fill you in when I get back and you give me my free pint and fries.”
He shakes his head and sighs like I’m his cross to bear in life.
“You sure this isn’t an imaginary flight to Toronto?” he asks when I’m halfway out the door. “Because the free pint and fries are all in your head.”
I give him my cheeriest wave. “Goodbye, David!”
Once I’m out in the parking lot, I give the handful of familiar buildings that make up River’s Bend one last look, and then I turn around to face whatever is coming next.



 

Chapter 23 

Kennedy

Ishake hands with the clients I just had lunch with, giving them my best smile as we go our separate ways outside the restaurant. They’re a retired couple looking to downsize to a condo. I watch as the wife reaches for her husband’s hand, their backs to me as they make their way up the crowded sidewalk.
He turns and pauses for a moment, staring deep into her eyes as he brings her knuckles up to his lips before the two of them continue on their way.
My heart lurches as I watch them get swallowed up by the crowd.
“What the hell?” I mumble, swiping at my stinging eyes.
I must be going through more of a crisis than I thought if I’m out here fucking crying in the middle of Spadina Avenue over some cute old people.
I roll my shoulders back, run my hands over my hair to check it’s still in place, and straighten my glasses before joining the masses headed for the nearest subway station. Chattering voices and the rumble of traffic fill my ears, exhaust fumes from passing cars fading to be replaced by the metallic scent of the subway tunnel as I head underground.
I check when the next train to my office is due and then make my way to the platform. As I stare at the crowd assembling on the other side of the tracks, the image of the couple on the sidewalk keeps replaying in my mind.
I try to turn the ache in my chest into pride over how well the lunch meeting went. They loved every property I pulled up on my tablet, and we got a few showings booked. I’ve been in this game too long to count on first impressions, but they at least seem easy to please and eager to buy. They even told me they’ve got a few friends looking to downsize as well.
I should be eager to stride into the office with the good news. I should be texting around to see if any agents want to do happy hour tonight to toast to me being back on the job. I should even be hopping on Tinder to see if I can find any matches who want to keep the party going a little longer tonight.
I should be feeding this scrap of success to the hunger that’s always roaring inside me.
That’s what I would have done a few weeks ago.
That’s what I would have done even if I knew, deep down in the very root of who I am, that it would never work.
Light pierces the black hole of the subway tunnel, the train screeching along the tracks. My hair sways in the gust of wind that billows through the station as the train zooms in and grinds to a halt.
I manage to score a seat onboard. I sit with my phone in my lap, my contacts list pulled up on the screen.
There’s no one in this city I want to text. There’s nobody here I want to see tonight. I don’t even want to tell my parents how well my lunch meeting went.
Things are still shaky between us, like we’re tiptoeing through all our interactions. My mom has texted me at least once every day, little messages to ask what I ate for breakfast or if I have any travel photos I want to share. It’s the kind of stuff I’ve always wanted her to care about, and I know one day I’ll appreciate it, but for now, it just feels weird.
Everything feels weird. I’ve been back for almost a week, and I still feel like I’m an alien tourist observing my own life as it happens around me.
Even my emotions don’t feel like my own. My throat burns as I picture the old couple yet again, stopped right there on the sidewalk in a moment so tender it belonged in a sappy Christmas commercial.
I think about the way they looked at each other, and as the next station whips by the windows, I realize why the image feels like it’s tugging on a string in my chest.
I know that look. It’s the look you give someone when the rest of the goddamn world fades away, when everything blurs except the person in front of you, when time and space weave together like shifting branches high above your heads to shelter you in a moment that is completely and utterly yours.
I shouldn’t have left.
The thought hits me like a head-on collision, like another train slamming straight into this one, ripping through metal and rattling my bones.
I shouldn’t have left her. Not like that.
Maybe she was right. Maybe she would have been better off if I’d never gone to River’s Bend at all, but that’s only because I let her be right.
That’s only because I got so wrapped up in everything I thought I am, every standard I’ve defined myself by and limit I’ve measured myself against, that I forgot the only person who can decide who I am and what I’m worth is me.
I jump to my feet, a few heads turning as the sway of the train sends me stumbling up the aisle. I steady myself and grab the rail next to the door, tapping my finger in a frantic rhythm against the side of my phone as I wait for the next stop.
I need to change trains.
I need to turn around.
I need to go back.
I grind my teeth as I wait for the next stop to arrive. I’m about to slip my phone into my purse when a text notification lights up the screen.
It’s from Kim, asking if I’m working from home today. I frown at the screen, running through all the reasons why she might be asking. I’m in the middle of texting back to ask if she needs something when the train lurches to a halt and almost sends me toppling over.
I straighten myself and join the crowds filtering into the station, glancing above my head to check the signs for where I am. I do a quick calculation and decide it’ll probably be faster if I walk home.
Once I’m back outside with the cold nipping at my face, I slow down my speed-walking and duck into an alcove on the side of a building so I can ask myself what the hell I’m even doing.
My head is spinning, and my whole body feels tight and pinched with the need to do something, to be moving towards a goal I haven’t yet defined.
I’m so used to having my goals mapped out. I’m used to having a target, a measurable barometer of success I can present to other people.
I don’t know how to do the whole ‘follow your heart thing.’ I’ve been tuning out my heart in favor of my head for years, but this—this throbbing in my chest that threatens to crack my ribcage open so my heart can burst out of my body if I don’t take it where it wants to go—this cannot be denied.
This can’t be ignored. This can’t be minimized or pushed aside.
I’ve tried that. I’ve been trying that for days, and nothing works. My heart always turns back to her.
My shoulders shake, the ache behind my sternum too sharp to bear.
I try to ball my hands into fists, fighting to ground myself here in reality, and realize I’m still clutching my phone. I click the screen on as I remember I never finished my text to Kim.
Typing is enough to distract me for a few seconds. Kim replies an instant after I’ve sent my message to say she doesn’t need anything but was wondering when I’ll be home or where I am right now.
I squint at her text for a moment before pressing the call button.
“What’s going on?” I ask as soon as she picks up. “Are you all right?”
“Oh, um, yeah.” She sounds distracted, but I can at least tell she’s not in deathly peril. “I’m fine.”
“Are you sure?” I ask. “Because it’s kind of weird to be so interested in my exact location when you’re half a country away. Do you need to talk about something?”
“No, no.” Her voice is too high-pitched, and I can’t tell if she sounds nervous or excited. “Just…can you just tell me where you are?”
“I’m a few blocks from my place. I’m headed there now.”
“Oh great!” she shouts. “That’s so great. You’re not stopping anywhere along the way?”
I consider switching to a video call so I can give her some serious side-eye.
“No?”
I hear some shuffling sounds on the other end of the line as she says, “Cool. Cool, that’s great.”
She still sounds antsy, like a little kid struggling to hold a secret in.
“Should I be worried, Kim?”
“Nope!” she practically chirps. “Everything is fine. Everything is great. Just, um, text me later, okay?”
I give my head a resigned shake even though she can’t see me. “Okay, you freak.”
“Bye! Have an amazing dayyyy!” she sing-songs before ending the call.
Kim is not the sing-song type—at least not sober. She’s either drunk at a very weird time of the day, or she’s up to something.
I shove my phone into my purse and duck back out onto the sidewalk, speed-walking up an entire block until my shins ache and I break into a jog instead. Without Kim to distract me, the urgency shooting through my veins has spiked.
The back of my neck is slick with sweat under my jacket’s collar by the time I make it to my street. I slow to a brisk walk and make my way up to my building. The high rise is set back far enough from the sidewalk for a sad, concrete excuse for a lawn. A few flower beds that are now filled with nothing but dried husks and yellowing stalks are dotted between some plain cement benches.
A woman with a suitcase is sitting hunched over her phone on one of them. I spare her a glance as I make a beeline for the doors, but when she lifts her head as I breeze past her, I stop walking so fast I almost come crashing down on the pavement.
Trish fucking Rivers is sitting outside my building.
I blink at her, my mouth hanging wide open as I wait for the image of her to somehow make sense.
She can’t be here.
She’s in British Columbia.
I was about to sprint into my apartment and drop an obscene amount of money on a half-baked plan to go plead my case to her face.
She can’t be here.
Except she is. She’s sitting there in a maroon rain jacket with a Three Rivers campground sweater on underneath, looking up at me with those big brown eyes blazing with a fire that could send this whole city up in flames.
She gets to her feet, and the whole world seems to move in slow motion.
“I didn’t mean it.”
Her words seem to ring out through the street. I can’t hear the traffic anymore. I can’t even hear myself breathe.
“When I said I wished I’d never met you. I didn’t mean it. My life would not be better if you’d never come to Three Rivers.”
My jaw is still hanging slack, but I can’t close it. I can’t speak. I can’t do anything except stare at her.
The silence stretches on for long enough that she shifts her weight from foot to foot. She glances down at her suitcase, and I notice the Air Canada baggage tag fixed around the handle, with Pearson’s airport code printed in thick block letters.
Something about the tag makes this all feel a little more real.
She’s here. She flew here, to my apartment.
To me.
“H-how are you here?” I blurt.
She shrugs. “They have this crazy new invention called airplanes.”
Her expression is completely deadpan as she stares back at me, and that signature sarcasm, the sarcasm that got under my skin from the very start, is so jarring to hear in this place where even my wildest of guesses couldn’t have predicted I’d find her that I can’t do anything except tip my head back and laugh.
Then I gasp, cutting myself off mid-cackle as the realization hits.
“Oh my god. This is what Kim was going on about.”
Trish cocks her head. “Wait. Kim spoiled it? Oh my god, I’m gonna kill her!”
“No, no, she didn’t.” I shake my head. “She just kept asking me if I was home, and I had no idea why.”
I gasp again as what I’m saying catches up with me.
“Wait, Kim knew about this?”
Trish nods, glancing down at the ground between us. “I needed your address.”
I realize I’m rocking back and forth on my heels as I process everything. We stand there for what feels like a few minutes, until the sensation that I’ve just been whacked over the head with a hammer is slightly less intense.
“So you’re…here.”
She nods, that blazing look back in her eyes. “I’m here.”
Her gaze sweeps over the concrete around us, and she nods again like she’s confirming her presence to herself too.
“I didn’t give you a chance to finish talking,” she adds.
“Huh?”
“That day at Riverview,” she says, “before you…before you left, I cut you off. I didn’t want to hear what you had to say. There was so much going on. I didn’t know how to handle it, and I…well, I should have at least heard you out, so I’m here to do that.”
She shrugs and shoves her hands in her pockets, like this is just another day at Three Rivers, like she’s driven down the road to speak to me instead of getting on a goddamn airplane.
“You flew across the country to finish a conversation?”
She shrugs again. “Seemed like it was a face-to-face kind of chat.”
Only Trish.
Only Trish Rivers could show up at my door and act like this is a regular old Tuesday.
I shake my head, spreading my hands in disbelief.
“God, I’m so mad at you.”
Her eyes widen. “You’re mad?”
I take a step towards her, and then another, until we’re only a foot apart.
“I was rushing home in the middle of the work day to buy a plane ticket to come see you,” I say, stabbing a finger towards her chest. “You ruined my plan.”
She scoffs, her eyes flaring even wider. “Your plan? I had this idea days ago. It’s my plan.”
I cross my arms. “I can’t believe you’ve upstaged me.”
She plants her hands on her hips, a smug look slipping onto her face. “Get used to it, city girl.”
I could get used to it.
I want to get used to it.
The words are on the tip of my tongue, but there are too many other unspoken things crowding the air between us.
“You’re here,” I say instead, as our teasing fades.
“I’m here.”
She stares at me, stares into me, in a way no one else has ever managed before.
Then she sidesteps away from the bench and wrinkles her nose.
“Can we go somewhere that isn’t right here, though? It smells like someone peed on this bench.”
I drop my arms to my sides and laugh again, the sound free and clear this time instead of edged with shock and panic.
“Welcome to Toronto, Trish,” I say as I lead the way inside.



 

Chapter 24 

Kennedy

Our footsteps are muffled by the carpeting as Trish and I head down the hall to my apartment door. We haven’t said anything since we got off the elevator. My heart is thumping loud and fast in my ears, all my senses tuned into Trish while I fumble for my keys in my purse.
I’ve accepted that she isn’t going to disappear in an explosion of fairy dust at any second, but that means I’ve also had to accept that a conversation I’ve had no time to prepare for is about to happen in a matter of seconds, and it might just turn into one of the most important conversations of my life.
I jab the key into the lock, my wrist all weak and floppy. I use my back to hide my shaking hands from Trish. Once we’ve made it inside, I lead the way into the living room and clasp my hands behind my back before glancing around like an idiot who’s never been in my own home.
I feel sort of like a stranger here, staring at the bare walls and plain furniture with fresh eyes as I try to guess what Trish must be thinking about the place.
She abandons her suitcase in the entryway and comes to stand a few feet in front of me.
“Did you just move here?” she asks, eyeing the final dusty moving box I’ve still got tucked into a corner.
“It looks like that, doesn’t it?” I say with a chuckle that’s too high-pitched. “It’s been, uh, about two years. I just…never really got settled.”
She nods and walks past me to stand in front of the floor to ceiling windows instead.
“Does the giant cylinder blocking your view cost extra?” she asks, pointing at the concrete pillar jutting through the ceiling.
“Of course. The pillar premium.”
She huffs a laugh at my dumb joke and turns to stare down at the street sixteen floors below us. After a moment, she lifts her gaze to look out at the jumbled maze of glass and metal that is the slice of downtown Toronto you can see from here.
I walk over to stand beside her. I watch her eyes trace the outlines of the skyscrapers. The mid-afternoon sun catches in her pupils, making the myriad shades of brown shift and shimmer in the light. Her mouth is parted, her lips the perfect shade of peachy pink.
“Wow,” she breathes.
I let my gaze drift over her chin, her nose, the arch of her eyebrow in profile.
“Yeah,” I murmur. “Wow.”
She steps back from the window and faces me.
She’s so beautiful.
Looking at her now, I can’t believe I questioned whether she was really here or not. She’s more real than anything else in this city.
“Trish, I…I was an idiot.”
I blurt the words before I can come up with something more refined, but that’s the gist of things. That’s the truth.
The corner of her mouth twitches. She crosses her arms.
“Go on.”
I bite back a grin in spite of myself.
Smug Trish is somehow also a very sexy Trish.
“I shouldn’t have left,” I say, my solemnity returning as I move away from the window, “not like…not like that. I should have told you how I feel—how I really feel. I thought it would be better for both of us if I ignored the truth, but I was wrong.”
She hugs her arms tighter around herself, and when her eyes meet mine, wide and searching, I swear they could swallow me whole.
“What is the truth?” she murmurs.
“The truth is that…”
I pause to gather the words, to pull some sense out of the chaotic, out-of-body experience that has been the past week of my life. I look back to the window as I answer.
“I’ve built my whole life here based on being impressive—to my family, to my friends, to my co-workers, to random people on social media, to women on dating apps, to…to some invisible grand jury in the sky.” I sweep my arm out towards the city and let out a dark laugh. “I don’t fucking know. I don’t know who it was all for or why I kept doing it, but…but you didn’t give a fuck about any of it. You thought all the stuff that everybody else finds impressive was ridiculous, and yet you still…”
I press my lips together to hold the rest in.
I still don’t know why she’s here. She said she wanted a conversation, but I don’t know if that was a conversation to end things or to start them.
Hope sparks in my chest even as I fight to smother it out.
I don’t want to get too excited. I don’t want to get this all wrong. I don’t want to make myself too vulnerable if this is all about to come crashing down around me.
“I still what?” she asks.
Her bottom lip trembles as she stares at me, and that’s what does it.
That’s what undoes me.
That’s what makes me realize I was vulnerable to Trish Rivers from the start. I’ve been nothing but vulnerable since she knocked into my Starbucks cup outside the Victoria airport, and it doesn’t matter how hard I try to zip myself back up.
She’s split me open, and there’s no going back—not for me at least, and even if she did only fly here so she could tell me to fuck off forever all over again, she deserves the truth.
“You still wanted me,” I rasp. “Even when you really didn’t want to want me, you still did. Even out in the middle of the woods where nothing I’ve built here matters at all and all my clothes looked ridiculous, as you frequently reminded me, you still…wanted me.”
Trish takes a step closer, her eyes shining and tenderness blooming on her face.
“Of course I did,” she murmurs.
I glance away. If she keeps looking at me like that, I’m going to lose it, and I need to get the rest of the words out before I totally fall apart.
“I didn’t know what to do with that,” I tell her. “I didn’t know how to handle someone seeing me, the real me, and not just…everything else.”
Once again, I sweep my arm out to indicate the city, the apartment, the whole existence I’ve carved out for myself here.
“I’m a mess, Trish.” My voice cracks, but I make myself keep going. “I don’t know what I want anymore. I don’t feel like myself in my own life. I don’t even know what myself means anymore, and I felt like there was no way I could do anything but hurt you or…or be hurt by you if I wasn’t…perfect. I’m sorry. I’m sorry I let being afraid get the best of me.”
She takes another step forward, close enough that I swear I can smell the forest on her.
“It’s okay.”
I let my eyes drift closed for a moment, let her reassurance wash over me like a river.
“There’s a lot I don’t know, Trish,” I say, my voice steadier now, “but what I do know is that when I look at you, I feel…excited again. I don’t just feel like this starving husk of a person who’s never satisfied. I feel like…like maybe I really could just be…me, the way you see me, the way we are…together, and maybe that could be better than anything I’ve ever been before.”
She’s so close now. Her jacket smells like rain, and as I breathe in, I feel it again—that same sensation of stillness I’d land in for those fleeting moments on Vancouver Island, those moments when I felt like enough.
I brace for her to say no even as I let the hope still sparking in my chest become a flame.
“I know I already got you hurt by pulling you into whatever quarter life crisis I’m going through,” I begin, “and—”
“You did not pull me in.”
She tilts her head and props one hip up to rest her fist on it.
“Nobody pulls me anywhere I don’t want to go,” she continues. “I jumped in, and you are not pushing me back out again.”
She stalks even closer to me and lifts her chin.
“I didn’t know how to handle this either. Hell, I didn’t even know I was gay, but I know this, Kennedy March. We are not done here.”
I can feel the warmth of her breath. She’s so close I can almost taste her, and the flare of heat that starts low in my stomach and floods through my body in an instant agrees with what she says.
We are not done.
She steps back, a satisfied look on her face, and starts to pace my living room.
“I’ve spent way too much of my life feeling like I’m not the one who gets to be on stage,” she says with all the determination of a general heading into battle, “that I’m not the one who gets to take up space, but I’m done with that. I’m done with playing small and hoping that will make people overlook all the parts of me that are hard to swallow. I want the applause. I want the encore. I want the big swoony love story with the hottie from the city, and goddammit, Kennedy, I want it with you.”
She plants her feet in a wide stance and looks at me.
“So I don’t care if you don’t know where your life is headed because I sure as hell didn’t know where any of this was headed when I got on a plane. I don’t care if you’re figuring yourself out. May I remind you that I literally just figured out I like women last week?” She pauses to bark a laugh. “If you’re a mess, I’m a mess too, but so what? It’s been a pretty fucking hot mess so far, and if fixing that mess means I don’t get any more of you, then fuck it. I guess I’m gonna be a mess for a while.”
My heart is pounding, thrumming with the certainty that this—this woman right here and everything she’s offering me—is exactly where I’m supposed to be headed.
“It has been a pretty fucking hot mess, hasn’t it?”
I take a chance on cracking a smile, and in the next second, she’s charging at me. She crashes into my chest, circles her arms tight around my neck, and captures my mouth with hers.
She tastes like the ocean and the mountains and the morning sunlight shifting through the trees.
She tastes like the start of a brand new day.
The kiss is urgent but chaste at first. I stroke her hair, my heart singing with triumph as I let myself savor the feeling of her pressed up close against me.
Then she parts my lips with hers and darts her tongue out to taste me. I groan into her mouth and grab those gorgeous hips of hers, my whole body on fire.
Maybe there’s more we should say, but for now, the only thing I want my mouth doing is tasting hers.
I’m considering marching us over to my couch when she pulls away, wincing.
“Wait,” she orders
“Are you okay?” I ask, worry making my heart race. “What’s wrong?”
She casts a disgusted look down at her leggings and jacket.
“Kennedy, I had to sit on a piss bench while I waited for you outside. If we’re taking this any farther, I need to shower first.”



 

Chapter 25 

Trish

Istep out of Kennedy’s shower feeling like a new woman. The airplane ick has been cleansed from my body, and I’ve anointed myself in a variety of soaps, body washes, and lotions that would give even Emily’s skincare collection a run for its money.
I focus on my face in the mirror. Some of the puffiness from being airborne has gone down with the help of the shower, and the purple bags under my eyes could be worse. I fluff my hair up a little and lean closer to stare into my own eyes.
“Yep,” I mutter, “that’s me all right, here in Kennedy’s apartment.”
Saying it out loud doesn’t make it any less surreal. It might be the jet lag, or just the after-effects of our hot make out session in the living room, but I feel like my feet haven’t touched the floor ever since Kennedy said she wants this.
My reflection beams at me, my heart thudding with a mixture of anticipation and nerves as I hurry through putting a fresh set of clothes on.
I’m here. I did it. I showed up and asked for what I wanted, and as far as I can tell, I got it.
It’s just like I told Kennedy; I don’t care if parts of this situation are still a mess. It’s our mess, and I’m not done with it.
I tiptoe out of the bathroom and find Kennedy scrolling through her phone on the couch. I hover in the entryway, taking a moment to look her over before she spots me.
She’s wearing a sexy black blazer over a silky top and cigarette pants. Her hair is even more perfect than usual, curled in loose waves with the pieces around her face pinned back. She looks like she should be on the cover of Power Lesbian Magazine, or at least like someone should start a publication called Power Lesbian Magazine just to feature her.
For a second, all my old doubts start to creep up like shadows behind me, asking me how I could possibly believe this girl wants anything to do with me.
I take a deep breath and swat those doubts away like they’re nothing more than mosquitoes. She sure as hell kissed me like she wanted me, and I’m not letting any cracks in my confidence be the reason I don’t get more kisses.
Among other things.
I step forward, and Kennedy puts her phone down to look at me. She bites her lip, her gaze sweeping me from head to toe, and I try not to shiver.
I might be about to have sex with a woman for the first time, and I can’t tell if that makes me want to throw myself on top of her to get this thing started or if I want to run into the hallway screaming.
I take another step and decide it’s a mix of both.
Kennedy jumps to her feet, dragging a hand through her hair and leaving it even more perfectly windswept than before.
“Are you hungry?” she asks.
The words seem to echo in the room. She blushes, and my already racing pulse beats even faster.
“I mean, do you want food?” she asks after clearing her throat. “What time did your flight even get in? You must be exhausted. If you want to nap, I—”
“Kennedy.”
She pauses, tilting her head at my serious tone.
“Yes?”
I don’t know how to say this. This is all so surreal it feels like one wrong move will have me blinking my eyes open in bed back on Vancouver Island, this whole journey just a dream spun in my head by some braver girl than me.
I take a step towards Kennedy, refusing to look away.
I am the brave girl.
“Kennedy, I want you to kiss me again.”
I watch her eyes widen and then narrow as her surprise morphs into something hot and hungry. She doesn’t say a word as she slowly walks around the edge of the couch, her gaze locked on mine.
When she’s still a couple steps away, she lunges for me, her hands gentle as they cradle my face, but her hips are harsh and demanding as they grind against mine. There’s no lead-in to the kiss. One second, she’s headed straight for me, and the next, her open mouth is on mine, her tongue tracing my lips, her breath hot on my skin. I grab at the belt loops of her pants and pull her hips even closer to mine.
She backs us up against the wall and threads her fingers through my hair, tugging my head back as she slides her lips down to my throat. I gasp, my eyes squeezed shut as the current between us surges even higher, high enough to make pops of light flash on the backs of my eyelids when she scrapes her teeth on one of my collarbones.
My chest is heaving, my fingers clinging to her belt loops for dear life.
“Do you think,” I pant as my knees start to wobble, “we should go find your bed?”
She lifts her head to look at me, the heat fading from her gaze as she lets go of my hair.
“Am I going too fast?” she asks. “I’m sure you’re exhausted, and it’s not like…I mean, um, I don’t expect sex or any bullshit like that. Maybe it’d even be better if we waited until a less, um, fraught time? I want you to be comfortable, and I don’t—”
“Kennedy,” I all but growl, “I swear to god, if you say you don’t want to take advantage of me again, I’m going straight back to the airport.”
She gives me a bemused look and takes a step back.
“I really appreciate the concern,” I tell her. “It’s very sweet, and it makes me feel very taken care of, but…I know what I want.”
I pause and take a steadying breath, willing my knees to solidify.
“I’ve spent a long time telling myself I couldn’t have what I want, and I’m not doing that anymore. If you want to wait, I absolutely want to do what’s best for you, but if the only reason you’re holding back is me then…then take me to your damn bed right this minute, okay?”
I brace for Kennedy to laugh at me or tell me I’m being ridiculous. Instead, she reaches out and takes my hand.
I haven’t seen her bedroom yet. The door was cracked open when I walked by to take a shower, but I was too scared of her catching me creeping around to look inside.
Still holding my hand, she pushes the door all the way open and leads us into a room that’s a little more personal than the rest of the stark apartment. A pale purple bedspread covers the queen mattress backed by an upholstered grey headboard. Some framed photos crowd the top of a small white vanity. I spot a photo booth strip of a younger Kim and Kennedy tucked into the frame of the mirror. There’s a collection of colourful glass vases arranged on a floating shelf. The light from outside bounces off the glass and splashes red, pink, and orange reflections on the wall.
I’m about to tell her the vases are pretty when my shins bump against the edge of the bed. Kennedy is already tumbling down onto the mattress, her hand slipping out of my grip.
“Are you going to join me?” she asks with a grin.
The scent of her fills my nose as I land beside her, surrounding me on the sheets. We roll to face each other and curl our bodies around one another, arms and legs all tangled up as her lips find mine again.
It’s still thrilling to kiss her, still exhilarating to feel how soft she is, how her body dips and curves in ways I’ve only ever imagined feeling before, but there’s also something familiar about being pressed together like this, something right, like my body knows it’s finally found what it needs.
She sweeps my hair aside to start kissing my neck again, and I know this moment is about more than just being with a woman. This is about her. This sense of homecoming is my heart’s way of telling me I better not dare let go of Kennedy March again.
We take our time with kissing, exploring each other’s mouths and necks and shoulders and ears. By the time she pulls her shirt over her head, I’m already squirming with anticipation, my thighs twitching when she straddles my lap and leans forward to kiss me as I lay on my back.
Her strawberry blonde hair falls around us like a curtain. I glide my palms along her shoulder blades and down to the smooth skin of her lower back. Her hips flex in response, a moan rising in the back of her throat.
“Do you want to help me get my bra off?” she asks, the words tickling my ear.
I reach for her bra’s clasp and fumble with it for long enough that my face starts to heat up before the hooks spring free. She sits up enough to slide the straps down her shoulders and fling the bra to the floor.
I forget how to breathe as I look at her.
She’s perfect.
A few dark freckles dot her chest and stomach like constellations, and her nipples are the prettiest shade of pink I’ve ever seen in my life.
“Wait.”
I place my hand on her stomach to keep her from leaning back over me, my eyes still glued to her chest.
My throat has gone dry, my pulse racing so fast I might just end this afternoon in an ambulance.
“Like what you see?” she asks, lifting one of her shoulders.
She sounds playful, but her expression turns serious when I just keep staring and staring and staring.
“It’s just,” I begin before she can ask if I’m okay, “I’ve never…I’ve never let myself look at a woman like this, not without feeling bad about it. I…”
My cheeks burn with embarrassment as tears begin to cloud my eyes.
“I’ve just wasted so much time,” I murmur. “You’re so beautiful, and this feels so good, and I…I can’t believe I’ve wasted so much time.”
A wave of grief for all the years I’ve denied this part of myself slams into me so hard I lose my breath.
“Hey,” Kennedy coos, pulling me up so we’re sitting face to face while she straddles my lap. She brushes her thumbs over my cheeks. “You did what you had to do. Just because it took a while, doesn’t mean this isn’t exactly the right time for you, okay?”
I nod and release a shuddering sigh as she presses her forehead to mine.
“Plus,” she says, “you needed to find your hottie from the city, right? Not just any regular Vancouver Island lesbian would do for you. You wanted the elite model. I understand.”
I huff a laugh. “The elite model? You certainly think highly of yourself.”
She pulls her head back and gives me that signature smirk. “Well, am I wrong? I saw the way you were looking at my tits.”
Before I can stop them, my eyes dart down to look at said tits again.
“Okay, they are pretty damn elite,” I say, heat flaring between my legs.
She reaches for both my hands and slowly guides them up her stomach until I’m cupping her breasts. Her breath catches, both of us shivering as I feel her nipples harden underneath my fingertips.
“That okay?” she whispers.
I nod, my throat too parched to speak, and watch, mesmerized, as she starts to knead my hands.
“Mmm,” she moans. “God, that feels good.”
She drops her arms to her sides, arching her back and closing her eyes as I keep going. I flick my thumbs over her nipples, and she moans again.
It’s addictive—watching her move, touching her, discovering the sounds she makes when I do. I could keep going like this forever, but after a few moments, she opens her eyes to hazy slits and asks if she can take my shirt off too.
The jittering nerves threaten to rise up again, but I still nod. My heart hammers in my ears as she peels up the hem of my t-shirt and then lifts it all the way off me. Goose bumps rise along my arms. I’m too scared to look at her now, but I nod to give her permission as she hooks her fingers under my bra straps.
Once she’s got that off too, I finally look back at her face, and there’s only one word to describe her expression as she stares at my body.
Awe.
She’s awed at the sight of me, her mouth hanging half-open as her gaze skates over my skin with a reverence that makes me forget anything the world has ever told me I should be embarrassed about.
She runs her hands up my chest, and I push into her touch, moaning at how good the contact feels. I reach up to touch her too, and then we’re kissing again, our mouths hot and frantic while we tease each other’s nipples.
It’s the sexiest thing I’ve ever done in my life, and I moan even louder when she starts to rock her hips against me.
I can tell I’m already soaking wet, desperate for the friction of her body even with my leggings in the way.
As if she’s read my mind, she slides off my lap to plant her feet on the floor and takes a step back from the bed.
“Get those off,” she says, jerking her chin towards my leggings as she shimmies out of her pants.
She’s wearing a bright pink thong that has my jaw on the floor by the time she crawls back onto the bed.
“What?” she says, with a coy expression that tells me she already knows exactly what.
“You just walk around wearing things like that?” I practically wheeze, my gaze flitting between her face and the thong a few times.
She tosses her hair over her shoulder. “I had a client lunch today. This is one of my power thongs.”
I choke on a laugh. “Power thongs?”
She raises an eyebrow. “Seems like it’s got a lot of power over you.”
I try and fail to find a comeback. It’s hard to argue when we both know she’s right.
“These are pretty damn sexy.” She reaches over to run a hand along my hip, toying with the edge of the purple lace underwear I packed in case this trip went well.
I gasp as she snaps the waistband against my skin.
“They’d look sexier on the floor,” she adds with an expression that can only be described as a smolder.
I roll my eyes even though my whole body is on fire.
“That’s the oldest line in the book,” I tell her, the slight shake in my voice betraying me.
She shifts closer and plants a hand on my sternum to guide me down onto my back again.
“Doesn’t make it less true,” she whispers into my ear, making the hairs on the back of my neck rise.
Her lips graze the sensitive skin below my ear before moving down my throat. She keeps going lower, and my hands fist the sheets, my toes curling with impatience.
I shudder as her mouth finally closes around one of my nipples. She flicks her tongue against me before sucking gently. I hiss, grabbing her hair and fighting the urge to scream in a mix of pleasure and frustration as my body begs for more.
More of this.
More of her.
She moves to my other nipple, flicking her tongue in a pattern I can already feel between my legs. My back arches, and I feel her satisfied smile against my skin.
Without any warning, she sits up and then jumps to her feet. The shock of her absence is like a bucket of cold water, but I forget all about it when she moves to stand at the edge of the bed, right between my legs.
Then she drops to her knees.
“Come here.”
She reaches for my hips, guiding me down the mattress. My heart is racing all over again, and I’ve got my knees bent and squeezed tight together, my muscles tensed with nerves.
“Open your legs, babe.”
Babe.
Shock loosens my whole body, my legs splaying open as that word echoes in my head.
She called me babe.
She called me babe, and I don’t ever want her to stop.
She leans over me, her body warm between my thighs as she kisses along my stomach. Her hands are splayed against the underside of my thighs, and every time she shifts her fingers, the sensation shoots straight to my core.
“Can I take these off?” she asks as her lips graze the top of the purple lace.
I bob my head and hope that’s enough of an answer. The ache between my legs is so intense I don’t think I can speak.
She peels the underwear down my hips, and I gasp as the cool air of the room hits my skin. A few seconds later, I’m completely naked for her.
My knees shake with the same nerves I’ve felt every time someone has seen me naked for the first time. Even now, when I’ve had years and years to learn how to accept my body, I still can’t shake the awareness that not everyone else has done the same learning I have. Not everyone else has learned to see a body that looks like mine as just that: a body. A normal body. A good body. A body that doesn’t need to change.
I steel myself with a deep breath and shift onto my elbows so I can look at Kennedy. I tense up when I see where her hands have landed.
Her thumbs are brushing over the pale stretch marks that curve along my lower belly.
She’s not even looking at them. In fact, she’s staring straight between my legs with the same awed expression from before, but this time, her admiration isn’t enough to wash all my worries away.
She looks up at me, frowning as soon as she sees my face. I shift on the mattress, avoiding her gaze, and I can’t help looking down at my stretch marks again.
She notices, which just makes everything worse. My cheeks flame as her fingers slide along my skin.
“They’re so pretty.”
I freeze, shock stealing my breath.
I don’t know what I expected her to say, but it wasn’t that.
“W-what?”
“These.” As if she’s touching a piece of priceless silk, she traces up the winding path of one of my stretch marks with just the tip of her finger, so gently I almost can’t feel her at all. “They’re…they’re like rivers. They’re like a river when it glints all silver in the sun.”
Something warm and soft floods my chest, filling me up with a feeling I can’t name until she plants the gentlest of kisses on my belly.
Safety.
She makes me feel safe.
She might challenge me any chance she gets, but Kennedy March also makes me feel like she’ll fight anything for me—even harder than she fights with me.
I lay back down, reveling in the sweet warmth still curling in my chest as she kisses along my hips and then down the insides of my thighs. She takes her time, ghosting her breath over my skin and making me tremble every time she gets to the place I’m most desperate to feel her.
“I want to touch you,” she murmurs against my thigh.
“Please,” I rasp, my chest heaving.
She slides one of her fingers between my legs, opening me up, and I cry out as she shifts inside me inch by inch.
“Fuck,” she gasps. “You feel so good. You’re so wet for me already.”
I whimper, and she makes a sound close to a growl before bending her head between my legs.
This time, she doesn’t go slow. She swirls her tongue over my clit while her finger starts to thrust in and out of me. My hips buck, already begging for more.
Her satisfied chuckle vibrates against me, and I can’t help but groan.
“That’s it, babe,” she mutters as she slides a second finger in. “God, I’m obsessed with your body. Did you know that? I just can’t stop thinking about how gorgeous you are.”
Her other hand clamps down on my thigh like a punishment, and a thrill like nothing I’ve ever felt before zings through me with a lethal jolt of electricity.
“I can’t stop,” she repeats. “I just can’t let you go.”
Her voice cracks, and she goes back to working my clit with her tongue, moaning as she does. The sensations of her hands and her mouth begin to blur together until I can’t make out one from the other, until all I’m aware of is how fucking good this feels.
So good. So good. So fucking good.
It takes me a few seconds to realize I’m chanting the words out loud.
Kennedy’s fingers curl deep inside me, hitting just the right spot with just the right rhythm to make my eyes roll back and my hands fist her hair while my hips jerk up again and again. Some distant part of me is aware that I should maybe be embarrassed about shamelessly riding her face like this, but her harsh grip on me yanks me even closer while she picks up the pace with her tongue, like she needs this as bad as I do.
“Don’t let me go,” I murmur. My voice sounds like it’s coming from far away. “Don’t let me go.”
That’s the last thing I’m aware of before I come, so hard and fast I scream.
With that scream, I release everything holding me back: all the worries and doubts about her, about me, about the past and the future. I release any lingering trace of shame about what it means to be with her like this, and in that moment, I realize she’s right.
It doesn’t matter how long it took me to get here. It doesn’t matter what I had to go through to find this part of me. It doesn’t matter that my path to myself doesn’t look the same as anyone else’s.
I collapse onto my back, Kennedy’s silky hair still clutched between my fingers as her soft body covers me, her heart thumping next to mine, and I know, with more certainty than I’ve ever known anything in my life, that this is always exactly how everything was meant to be.



 

Chapter 26 

Kennedy

“So…was this a one way flight?”
Trish looks up from where she’s lying with her head in my lap on the couch. The end credits of Imagine Me and You are playing on my TV, and the coffee table is littered with empty ice cream cartons and popcorn bags.
We haven’t left the apartment since she showed up in Toronto yesterday. My trash can is stuffed with takeout containers, both our clothes are strewn all over the place, and we’re well on our way to bingeing through the list of ‘Classic Sapphic Cinema’ we found online after Trish said she wanted to spend the afternoon watching lesbian movies to ‘catch up on the culture.’
I tried telling her she doesn’t need to worry about ‘catching up,’ but her pouting was too cute to resist. Plus, it had been years since I’d watched But I’m a Cheerleader.
Three movies later, the sun has long since set. We’re both wearing nothing but underwear and pajama shirts. I somehow feel drowsy despite the fact that we only woke up at ten and have taken two post-sex naps, but it’s a sated sort of sleepiness, the kind that comes from getting drunk on someone and having your fill, from knowing that as soon as you want more, more will be there.
More of her.
It’s the thought that’s been on my mind through the entire movie. I want more of Trish, more of us, and I don’t want to face her leaving this apartment until we talk about how we’re going to make that happen.
Even if it means interrupting the twenty-four hour sex-nap-movie fest that I’m pretty sure is going down as the best day of this entire year.
“It has a…flexible end date.”
I keep stroking her hair, but my heart pounds faster at her words.
“Oh yeah?” I ask, fighting to keep my voice even.
“I have a big catering gig on Thursday I have to be back for, but besides that…” She glances away to pick at some lint on the couch. “Well, I didn’t know how this was going to go, so I bought one of those astronomically expensive flexible tickets.”
“Oh, shit!” I sit up straighter, jostling her head enough that she grimaces at me and sits up too. “Sorry. I just didn’t even think about how expensive the flights would be. I’ll pay for them. I—”
“You will not pay for them.” She taps a finger against my chest.
I catch her hand and hold it there. “But if I hadn’t left without fixing things, you wouldn’t have had to fly here at all.”
She tuts. “Well, I didn’t make it easy for you to fix things, did I? So I’m paying.”
“At least let me go half on them with you,” I argue. “I’m sure they charged you something absolutely insane.”
“They did, but…” She shrugs, a shy smile appearing on her face. “I kind of have absolutely insane news to share.”
I tilt my head. “Oh?”
She nods. “I got an email while I was waiting for you to wake up from that second nap.”
Her smile gets even wider, and I start grinning too even though I have no idea where this is headed.
“Did you win the lottery or something?” I ask.
“It does feel like winning the lottery,” she answers with another coy shrug.
“Trish!” I lean over to give her shoulders a shake. “Just tell me what it is already.”
She shifts on the couch, glancing down at the cushions like she’s nervous.
“Okay, so,” she begins, “a while back, I got this email about a big grocery store chain in BC wanting to collaborate with me on developing some food products.”
I shriek and jump off the couch.
“What?” I shout. “What? Oh my god, Trish! That’s incredible!”
She laughs as I wave my arms around like a maniac to convey how excited I am.
“Sit down, you lunatic. I’m not done.”
I do as she says and try to stay quiet, sitting with my legs crossed while I beam at her.
“I, um, didn’t answer them for…quite a while,” she continues. “I had some stuff to work through before I felt like I was ready. You…you helped with that.”
I gawk at her. I have no idea how I helped with something I didn’t even know about.
“You just…shook things up for me.” She gives a pointed look at our underwear-clad state. “Clearly.”
We both laugh at that.
“I finally emailed them back just before I got on the plane,” she says. “I figured it would be way too late and that the offer would be off the table by now, but they still want me. It actually, um, seems like they were very glad to hear from me.”
“Of fucking course they were!” I squeal.
Trish tucks her hair behind her ears, looking so bashful and cute I’m about ready to push her down on the couch and initiate our next round of sex.
“We have a video call scheduled for Monday,” she tells me, “so since things have gone so well, I’m also counting this trip as my little celebration treat. Well, big celebration treat, according to my bank account.”
I reach over and grab both her hands, giving them a squeeze before rubbing my thumbs over her knuckles.
“Trish,” I say, doing my best to rein the giddiness in, “this is absolutely incredible, and you deserve it so much.”
“Thanks.” A pink flush creeps into her cheeks as she adds, “I know.”
Pride blooms in my chest like a bouquet, and I can’t go another second without kissing her. With our hands still joined, I lean over and press my lips to hers.
She tastes familiar now, like a warm sip of my favourite coffee on a cold morning. She tastes like something I’ll always savor, no matter how many times I’ve had her before.
Just as the kiss is shifting from sweet to heated, I pull back and jump off the couch once again. I’ve got an idea, but I won’t have the willpower to follow through if we keep kissing like that.
“We’re going out,” I declare in answer to Trish’s confused look. “This is an occasion to be celebrated.”
“Out?” she asks.
I nod. “I’m taking you to a nice cocktail bar. We’re going to toast to your success.”
She pretends to pout. “But then I have to get dressed!”
I tap my chin. “Hmmm. I do like you in your underwear, but I want to do this properly.”
“Do what properly?”
A jolt of nerves shoots through my chest, and I lower my voice to answer, “Our first date.”
Trish’s eyes widen before a soft smile takes over her face.
“I like the sound of that,” she says. “Definitely worth putting on pants for.”

A couple hours later, we’re seated at the bar at one of my most frequented cocktail spots in the city. The place is packed, but we’ve scored two bar stools tucked behind a pillar at the edge of the three-sided bar. The nook feels cozy and private even though we’re surrounded by loud groups of tipsy young professionals out with their friends or fumbling through awkward Tinder dates.
I usually fall into one of those categories when I come here, but tonight, I barely even notice the crowds. Trish and I sit with our bar stools angled towards each other. The warm orange glow of the dim lighting makes her already perfect skin look impossibly soft.
“Are you sure I look fancy enough?” she asks, glancing down at her jeans and burgundy sweater as we wait for our drinks.
“You look perfect.”
She turns back to me as she fluffs up her hair. “I’ve never been anywhere like this before. Even when I lived in Vancouver, I didn’t go out to fancy bars.”
I shrug. “Honestly, I’m starting to realize this one is kind of pretentious.”
She chuckles and nods to where one of the bartenders is doing a highly-embellished mixing routine with a cocktail shaker. “You don’t think I should get Scooter one of those little bow ties as a souvenir? I could tell him it’d really improve his bar if he wore it to work.”
I laugh at the image of woodsy Scooter manning his honky tonk bar in a white button-down and crimson bowtie.
“Oh, you absolutely should,” I tell her.
Our drinks arrive a moment later, and Trish gasps before bursting out laughing as the bartender slides them over.
“You didn’t,” she chides, smacking my shoulder and then snorting with more laughter as she pulls her drink closer to inspect the garnishes.
The martini glasses are rimmed with crushed graham crackers and chocolate syrup. Toasted marshmallows speared on a window skewer are balanced on top.
“I told you we have s’more cocktails in Toronto,” I say as I reach for my own glass.
She dabs her fingertip into a drizzle of chocolate streaking down the side of her glass. I’m pretty sure I don’t blink at all as I watch her pop the tip of her finger in her mouth and lick it clean. My throat goes dry, and she grins at me like she knows exactly what she’s doing.
“Okay,” she says, “that’s pretty damn good chocolate. I’ll give you that.”
I clear my throat and force myself to regain some composure.
“Only the best for you, darling,” I drawl in an exaggerated British accent.
She snorts. “That was terrible. Was that supposed to be English?”
I shake my head. As cute as she is, I don’t think she’ll ever not give me shit any chance she gets.
I scooch my chair a little closer to her as I realize I wouldn’t have it any other way.
“To your newfound success,” I say, raising my glass, “and to your illustrious future as the reigning grocery queen of British Columbia. You’re going to kill it, and I can’t wait to see you succeed.”
She beams at me and grabs her glass.
“To that,” she says, clinking the rim against mine, “and…to us. To our first date.”
“To our first date,” I echo, not dropping her gaze as I take a sip of the sweet liquid.
We set our glasses down, and the mood shifts into something more serious, the weight of uncertainty sliding over us.
I want to push that uncertainty back out. I want her to know that while the rest of my life might still be tangled up in doubts and questions, when I look at her, certainty is all I see.
“I want this to be the first date of many,” I say, leaning in close to speak over the sound of the tinkling jazz music and chattering voices in the air. “I want to date you, Trish. It’s been a while since I’ve done that seriously with anyone, but I want you to know I’m serious about you. A lot is changing for me. A lot about me is changing, but I know I want you in my life.”
She stays silent for long enough that my stomach begins to churn with the fear that I’ve read this all wrong, but then she leans in and rests her palm on one of my thighs.
“I want you in my life too.”
My skin heats under her touch, and the whole world shrinks down to just me and her as she strokes her thumb along the thin fabric of my tights, just shy of the edge of my miniskirt.
I plant my hand on top of hers to steady myself. I have to get the rest of this out before she makes it impossible not to start making out right here at the bar.
“I’m not sure where I’ll end up,” I tell her, “but I do know I have to stay in Toronto for a bit at least. My career is here for now. I’ve built my whole network here, and it’ll take some work before I can—”
“Kennedy.” She cuts me off as my voice starts to take on a frantic edge. “I understand. I wasn’t expecting you to pull a Kim and move across the country after one date.”
The nerves are still zinging through me, but I chuckle at the mention of Kim. That’s not even much of an exaggeration of how things went for her and Emily.
“You have your career going on here, and mine is just getting started back home,” she continues, “and we’ve still got a lot of getting to know each other to do. I don’t want to put so much pressure on this that it stops being fun, but I also want you to know it’s not just fun. I…I want to give us a real shot.”
My breath catches, and I can’t resist bending my head to give her a quick peck on the lips.
“I do too.”
She brushes the tip of her nose against mine, and I swear my heart explodes.
“I’ve never done long distance,” she says as she pulls back enough to look me in the eye. “It’ll take some work, I’m sure, but I’m not scared of that.”
“Me neither. I already know what it feels like to let this go, and…that’s not an option.”
My voice darkens as I think back on the week I spent believing I’d lost any chance I had with her.
“It’s not an option for me either,” she says. “So…I guess I’m signing up for some airline rewards.”
I grab my drink again and motion for her to do the same. “Cheers to that, babe.”
We clink glasses again, and my pulse quickens when I see the dangerous gleam in her eyes.
“You know,” she says, bumping my knee with hers and speaking in a raspy voice that sends shivers up my spine, “I really love it when you call me babe.”
I reach over, hook my finger under her chin, and tug her face closer to mine. The sound of her gasp makes my thighs clench.
“Drink up, babe,” I order. “I think it’s time I took you back to my bed.”



 

Chapter 27 

Trish

Iclap my hands at my dad, ushering him out of the house like I’m an irate farmhand shooing away some belligerent geese.
“All right, all right!” he shouts, waving me off as he slips his boots on. “I’m going. Still don’t know why you need the whole damn house for a phone call, but I’m going.”
In the couple months that Kennedy and I have been exploring the concept of a long distance relationship, I’ve learned that sharing a house with your dad is not conducive to online sexy times.
Thankfully, my father has not realized that’s why I insist on ‘alone time’ for some of my phone calls. He thinks I’m just scared he’s going to try to hijack my phone and tease Kennedy about being a city girl.
Once he’s stepped outside with Newt at his heels, the two of them headed out for a long evening walk, I sprint to the dining room and grab the mock-up products I’ve had displayed on the table all week. I bring them into the living room and get myself settled on the couch with my phone propped up on a stack of old books on the coffee table.
I make sure the boxes are out of sight of my camera before pressing the call button. The phone rings a couple times before Kennedy’s face appears on the screen, the lenses of her glasses picking up the glare of the light and making her look like some sort of creepy cartoon super villain.
“You’re blinding me!” I shout, making a show out of shielding my eyes.
“Sorry,” she says as she adjusts her phone angle. “Is that better?”
I peel my hand off my face and peek at her. “Oh yeah, much better. You no longer look like you’re plotting my murder.”
She chuckles. “You are so dramatic.”
I swish my hair over my shoulder. “Yeah, but you like it.”
She gives me a grin that makes a little shiver travel up my back.
“Mhmm.” She smacks her lips. “I really do.”
I want to make sure we get to the part of the call where I surprise her with the boxes, so I switch topics before she has me yanking the curtains shut and pulling my shirt off.
“How was work today?” I ask. “Sell any condos?”
She shakes her head. “Nah, today was pretty boring. Just a shit load of paperwork. I only left the office like half an hour ago.”
“Ah, yikes.” I glance at the clock in the corner of my screen. “So over there, it would be…?”
She laughs as I scrunch my face up in concentration.
“For the millionth time, I am three hours ahead of you, Trish, so right now, it is just past seven.”
“It’s not my fault I always forget if it’s three hours or four!”
She laughs. “You’re lucky you’re so cute when you’re forgetful. So, how was your day?”
I groan. “Brunch catering was brutal. I’m going to smell like eggs for a week. They’ve seeped into the genetic makeup of my skin.”
She winces. “That’s…disturbing.”
I nod. “You’re telling me. I do have some good news, though.”
She settles deeper into her couch, and I notice she’s got more than a couple buttons of her silk blouse undone. I order myself to stay on task and glance at the boxes beside me to strengthen my resolve.
“And what’s that?” she drawls like she can tell just how much she’s distracting me.
“I got something very fun in the mail a few days ago.”
Her eyebrows shoot up, and then her gaze turns heated.
“Oh?”
I scoff and do my best to sound aloof even though she’s already got me blushing. “Not that kind of fun, you pervert. Here. Look.”
I grab the boxes and pull them onto my lap before she has a chance to drive me any crazier.
“Wait.” Her flirty tone disappears, and she brings her phone closer to her face as she squints at what I’m holding. “Are those…?”
“The first mock-ups of the product boxes!” I say with a squeal. “Aren’t they beautiful?”
She shrieks. “Ahh! You have boxes! You have actual physical boxes! Holy shit!”
I spend the next ten minutes showing her close-up shots of all the details. The boxes are for a muffin mix, a pancake mix, and a frozen cookie dough kit. They’re all branded with cute little drawings of Vancouver Island scenes, and they have my name in stylized cursive on the front along with a photo and blurb about me and Riverview on the back.
I couldn’t keep the shock off my face during the production meeting when the team clarified they wanted my name on the packaging—not ‘Three Rivers,’ not ‘Rivers Family,’ not even ‘Riverview Café and Kitchen.’
My name.
Trish Rivers.
My name is going to be on shelves in grocery stores all across the part of the world I call home.
“Wait, are you crying?”
I squint at the screen as Kennedy sniffles.
“I’m just so goddamn proud of you, okay?” she says, swiping at her eyes. “Like, this is really happening! Also, you look hot in that photo.”
I snort. “You can barely even see it on the screen.”
“I only need to barely see it to know you’re a hottie. You’re going to have people driving to Riverview from all over just because of that photo.”
“Hmm.” I pretend to think about it. “Sounds like maybe we need to start planning your next trip out here so I can show off my hot girlfriend to all my would-be suitors.”
The word ‘girlfriend’ still tastes like a new spice blend on my tongue—surprising enough to send a jolt through my system before I settle into savoring how damn delicious the flavors are.
“Actually,” Kennedy says, “I was thinking maybe our next visit could be over here. I kind of have a surprise too.”
I get the phone settled back on my makeshift stand and demand she tell me what this surprise is. She shifts around for a few seconds before spitting it out.
“I joined a theatre group.”
I almost send the boxes flying where they’re still resting on my lap.
“What?” I shriek.
“It’s super low-key,” she rushes to add. “It’s really not a big deal. It’s just a bunch of old theatre kids who get together to do some short scripts and a bit of improv, but…it feels good.”
She stares into space for a moment, her whole body lighting up with a kind of joy I’ve only glimpsed in her when she talks about acting.
“Really good,” she says. “We’re doing a little show in a couple months, just for friends and family, and I thought if it worked out with your schedule, maybe you could be here for it.”
“Screw my schedule!” I shout, bouncing on the couch cushions. “I wouldn’t miss it for the world.”
Her grin gets more confident. “Thanks, babe.”
No matter how many times she calls me that, I always feel the same rush of tenderness mixed with the need to get us to the nearest bed as fast as possible.
I’m about to tell her just that when she shifts to lie down on the couch and hold her phone above her face, her forehead creasing as she says, “Can I ask you something?”
I tense at the sudden seriousness in her voice. “Of course.”
“The long distance thing is still working for you, right?”
I blink at her, confusion keeping me quiet as she rushes to add more.
“I know you’re going through all these big career moments, and I wish I was there in person with you for all of them. I miss you every day, and I know this isn’t the easiest situation. I don’t want to hold you back.”
Her shoulders slump as she finishes, the muscles in her face tensing like she thinks I’m already halfway to ending this.
The idea of me breaking up with her is so ludicrous I have to bite back a laugh.
“Kennedy,” I say, fixing my camera with a stern look as I set her straight, “you’re the whole reason any of this got started. You could never hold me back.”
She shakes her head. “You’re the reason it’s happening, Trish. I—”
“I know that,” I cut her off. “I’m not saying you’re the reason I’m capable of all this. I’m saying that if you hadn’t shown up, it would have taken me a lot longer to realize I could do it. Just by appearing in my life, you made me realize I couldn’t keep playing small.”
She stares at me for a few quiet moments before her mouth lifts in a soft smile.
“You’re amazing,” she murmurs. “I’m so lucky I met you.”
“You’re amazing too!” I urge. “This theatre thing is so damn cool, and I can’t wait to see you on a stage again, Cruella.”
We both laugh at the reference to her favourite role, and I can’t keep my cheeks from flushing.
I may or may not have asked her to use her Cruella voice in bed a couple times.
“So to answer your question,” I continue, “yes, this is still working for me. I’m not saying long-distance isn’t tough, but it’s what’s right for us now, and we’ll figure the rest out as we go. I told you a long time ago that even when life is a mess, I’d rather be in it with you.”
“Yeah.” She nods, that little smile still on her lips. “Yeah, you did.”
Her smirk might drive me crazy, but that smile is what keeps stealing my heart.
“And life is far from a mess right now,” I remind her. “We’re both killing it. Besides, I wouldn’t want to miss out on all our romantic airport reunions,” I say, wagging my eyebrows.
She chuckles. “Those are pretty great.”
I lean back further on the couch, shifting my whole torso into the video call’s frame.
“You know what else is great?” I ask.
She sucks in a breath. “What?”
“My tits. Do you want to see them?”
She bursts out laughing.
“You’re as subtle as ever, Trish Rivers,” she says, shaking her head.
I fluff up my hair and adjust my shirt. “And you wouldn’t have me any other way.”
She sighs, her gaze scanning my body. “I hate to feed your ego, but yes, you’re right. Now…”
She drops her voice an octave and goose bumps rise on my skin.
“Take your shirt off, babe.”



 

Chapter 28 

Kennedy

Itake a deep breath, filling my nose with the scent of fir trees, smoke, and damp earth, before sighing out my exhale.
“God, that’s good,” I say, my eyes still shut as I savor the scent of Three Rivers.
“Okay, you can stop huffing the campground,” Trish chides, grabbing my arm and pulling me along the path to the bonfire.
I arrived back on Vancouver Island just in time for the party that marks the campground opening for a new season. While most of the college kids who make up the bulk of the summer staff won’t arrive until mid-May, the local employees are all back on the job, and a few of the campground’s most hardcore regular guests have booked in for a late-April stay to claim the honor of getting a site on opening night.
As far as I can tell, the whole town of River’s Bend is here tonight. Even a few of the team members Trish works on product development with at the grocery store have come out to stay for the weekend and show their support.
Kim picked me up at the Victoria airport yesterday and drove me up to the campground. Clover came along too, and we jammed the whole car with a load of all the stuff she needs to bring home now that she’s wrapping up her undergrad.
“Here. Help me put these on the table.”
Once we reach the bustling fire pit area where everyone is waiting for the heaping pile of logs and branches to be set ablaze, Trish hands me half the stack of napkins she has tucked under her arm. She then proceeds to micromanage me on how to arrange them on the snack table she’s curated for tonight’s festivities.
“Is my sister giving you a hard time again?” Emily’s voice asks from behind me.
I turn to find her approaching with her arm linked through Kim’s.
Owning up to the truth about me and Trish was one of the most nerve-wracking conversations I’ve ever had with my best friend, but besides giving me some well-deserved shit for taking her request that I be nice to Trish way too far, she was fine with the situation.
She told me she trusts me to give Trish the respect she deserves and that she knows I wouldn’t ever get involved with someone she considers family if I didn’t plan on treating them well.
Her faith in my ability to be a good person, even after she’d seen me be a scared and avoidant piece of shit to a lot of Tinder hook-ups, almost had me in tears and made me more certain than ever that I’m not going to go through life letting my fear hurt other people anymore.
“You know for a fact all she does is give me a hard time,” I answer Emily.
Trish bats her eyelashes at me from across the table. “Yes, but I make it worth it.”
Emily pretends to gag, but I can tell she thinks we’re cute together. I was even more scared for her reaction to the me-and-Trish situation than I was for Kim’s, but it helped to hear her explain that she just takes her older sister role too seriously sometimes and doesn’t actually think I’m an asshole.
She did take a little longer than Kim to get totally onboard with things, but last night, she told me she’s glad I’m here and that she’s never seen her sister happier with someone.
I refrained from pointing out that maybe it’s because none of Trish’s exes have boobs and decided to just accept the warm fuzzy moment for what it was.
“We’re running back to the A-frame since Emily forgot her fancy wine in there,” Kim says. “Is there anything left to grab at the house?”
Trish shakes her head. “I think we’re pretty much set.”
The two of them take off, and as soon as we’re alone again—or as alone as we can get in the middle of an already bumping party—I hook my arm around Trish’s waist and plant a kiss on her head.
“What was that for?” she asks, nuzzling into me.
“I’m just happy to be here.”
She turns her head to beam at me, but before she can say anything else, Scooter—or as he now prefers to be known in addition to his nickname, David—approaches us and clears his throat.
“Well hello, bartender,” Trish drawls. “Why don’t you have your bowtie on tonight?”
She really did bring him back a bowtie after that first trip to Toronto, and she hasn’t stopped bugging him to wear it since.
“I thought that was for when I’m working,” he shoots back.
Trish huffs. “Well, you refuse to wear it at work, so the least you could do is wear the gift I bought you to my family’s party.”
He shakes his head and chuckles. “All right. Next time, Rivers.”
She points a finger at him. “I’m not going to let you off the hook.”
He taps his temple. “Message received.”
He seems to notice the way Trish and I are still linked together and grins.
“You two make a great couple,” he says, somehow avoiding the usual creepiness that accompanies men complimenting lesbians in love.
He plants a hand on his chest and adopts a pained expression as he adds, “Even though you broke my heart.”
We all laugh at that. While no one in town had a problem with Trish coming out, there has been a steady stream of gossip about Trish decimating the hopes of the town heartthrob no matter how many times both of them say they mutually agreed they aren’t right for each other.
“Yeah, well, your cousin broke my little sister’s heart, so I guess our families are even.”
Trish glares at him, and I tilt my head to give her a curious look. I’ve heard my fair share of River’s Bend lore by now, but this is news to me.
Scooter’s face falls, his shoulders curling inward as he shifts his weight from foot to foot like he’s nervous.
“Actually, it’s funny you mention that…”
I feel Trish tense up beside me.
“Is it?” she asks.
He steps closer until he’s only a couple feet in front of us and lowers his voice.
“I wanted to give you a heads up. Well, actually, I thought maybe Clover could use a heads up and that you’d be a better person to give it to her. I don’t really know all the details of what went down, and I don’t want to overstep any lines or seem weird or—”
“Spit it out, burger boy,” Trish orders, cutting him off when he looks like he’s about to break a sweat.
“Neavh is coming back for the summer,” he blurts. “She’s working for me at the bar.”
“Oh.” Trish’s voice turns quiet as she stands stock-still, her eyes wide and blinking at Scooter. “Shit.”
I glance back and forth between the two of them as they stare at each other like they’re contemplating an impending doomsday countdown.
“Anyone want to fill me in here?” I ask after another moment of silence ticks by.
Trish rolls her shoulders back and shakes her head like she’s trying to clear it.
“It’s a long story,” she says. “I’ll tell you about it after the bonfire.”
Scooter takes a step back and asks, “You’ll tell Clover though, right?”
Trish nods, her tone somber. “Yeah, I’ll tell her. Thanks for letting me know.”
Scooter heads out to return to hanging with Robert and some other guys from town, and I pin Trish with a confused look as soon as he’s gone.
“What was that about?”
She shakes her head and glances over her shoulder. “I’ll give you the whole story when there aren’t so many people around. Let’s just say it’s going to be an…interesting summer here for my baby sis.”
I don’t get a chance to ask any prying questions; a hush falls over the clearing as Robert calls for everyone to assemble and get ready for the fire lighting. People shuffle to form a ring around the bonfire pit, and Trish gets urged to the front as one of the presiding family members.
I start to slide my hand out of her grip to hang back, but she gives my palm a sharp squeeze.
“You’re sticking with me, city girl,” she says under her breath.
“Are you sure I should—”
She turns to look to me straight in the eye as she squeezes my hand again. “Don’t let go, remember?”
Don’t let go.
It’s become a thing for us since that first trip of hers to Toronto. Whenever we get uncertain or overwhelmed by the magnitude of what I’ve come to believe might be the most important relationship of my life, we say those words to each other again.
Don’t let go.
“Okay,” I say, returning her squeeze with one of my own as I let her drag me into position with the rest of the Rivers family, including Kim and Emily as they rush in from completing their wine retrieval mission.
Now that everyone is assembled, a chorus of shushing quiets the crowd. Emily steps up to the edge of the pit.
“I know we’re all dying for some of Trish’s snacks over there, so I’ll keep this short and sweet.”
The audience chuckles at Emily while Trish leans over to whisper in my ear. “I know you’re dying for my snack.”
I give her a playful jab with my elbow, but I can’t hide the literal gulp I make at the way her breath ghosts over my skin.
“Thank you all for being here for the start of a new season at Three Rivers,” Emily continues. “It means so much to have each and every one of you with us tonight. It might be April, but to me, this bonfire always marks the start of a new year. A fresh year. A year that has so many things we can’t even imagine coming our way.”
She looks around at the ring of smiling faces, and I take a moment to do the same. There are a lot of people here I don’t recognize. In fact, I think most of the crowd standing around the fire are still strangers to me, but no one has made me feel out of place. I might be a city girl who still makes city girl mistakes when it comes to all the nature and camping stuff, but somehow, I feel grounded here in this place with these people, like roots have begun to sprout beneath my feet.
“Some years can feel like all they do is take from us.”
Emily pauses, a shadow passing over her face. I see Robert hang his head to hide his face from the crowd, and even I can feel the atmosphere grow heavy with the loss of Mary Rivers.
“But other years feel like they give so much more than we were expecting,” Emily continues after a deep breath. “New opportunities, new friendship, new family, new love.”
She lifts the corner of her mouth just enough for me to notice as she glances over to meet my eyes.
“I don’t know what kind of year this will be for us,” she says, “but I do know that if I’ve got all these incredible people to face it with, I’ll be just fine no matter what.”
She turns to Robert and places a hand on his shoulder.
“Dad, the flame, if you will.”
Robert pulls a lighter out of his pocket and stoops down to light the kindling stuffed into the base of the fire pit. He circles the perimeter, lighting more as he goes, and it feels like the entire crowd holds their breath until the small flames catch hold of the first few logs and send up a roaring blaze.
I lift my hands to join in the whooping applause, some primal part of me rejoicing at the simple miracle of light in the dark.
Trish slides her arm around my waist, and I tilt my head to lean it on hers. She lets out a happy sigh, and I slip my arm over her shoulders to pull her closer to me while the crackling fire warms my cheeks.
Later—hours later, when the beer has been drunk, the songs have been sung, and the masses are heading home—I sit alone with Trish next to the glowing red embers, watching them shift into grey ash.
“So, I’ve been thinking…” I say, my voice sounding louder than I expected after sitting in silence for a few minutes.
“Good thinking or bad thinking?”
I chuckle, sounding as nervous as I feel. I’d been waiting for the right moment to tell her this, and being a little tipsy while sitting next to the glow of a bonfire seems like it might be my best shot.
“Um…depends on your reaction, I guess.”
She looks up from staring into the coals and raises an eyebrow. “I’m listening.”
I straighten up on the bench we’re sharing and blurt the words before I can second-guess myself.
“I, um, looked into some real estate firms in Victoria.”
Her eyes widen, but when she doesn’t say anything else, I decide I should probably add some more details.
“I was just, um, curious. There are a few that seem like a good fit. One is even advertising that they’re looking to add agents to their team.”
She keeps staring at me, the orange glow of the embers catching in the depths of her brown eyes. I shift on the bench, bracing for her reaction.
“You’d…you’d move here?” she asks, her voice too blank for me to gauge her emotions. “I mean, to Victoria?”
I thought she’d at least have made it clear if she’s mad or not by now. My jacket starts to feel too tight. The back of my neck pricks with sweat.
“It’s just an idea,” I say, trying my best to sound low-key and not like I’m terrified she’s about to tell me off. “I…I’m not so sure Toronto is the place for me after all. I want to be with you. I want to be close to you, but it’s more than that too.”
I give up on the low-key, casual thing and decide to go all in.
If I’ve learned anything from dating Trish Rivers, it’s that sometimes, you have to go all in on something everyone else will tell you is crazy.
“I spent so much of my life in Toronto living for other people’s approval, and I think I need to start over somewhere new before I can truly live for myself.”
I stare into the fire pit again, and it gets easier to talk as I focus on the embers.
“So far, my most specialized skill in life is selling luxury condos, so I do need to live in a city for now, and I’m not gonna lie, I like my Starbucks and shit like that, but…I also love it out here,” I admit. “I really love it, and I want to spend as much time here with you as I can. Plus, when I’m here, I remember that…that maybe the thing I do to make money doesn’t have to be the most important thing in my life. Maybe I can have a career I feel good about but still define myself through other things too, like having fun with you and your family, and going on adventures on the island, and doing acting as a hobby. Things like that. I mean, hell, maybe River’s Bend could use me as a community theatre director someday.”
I tense up as I realize just how much I’ve said. I only planned to let her in on the looking into real estate firms thing, like it was some spur of the moment Google search and not something I’ve been researching for weeks, but now I’ve gone and blurted out my whole daydream of building a life here on the island with her someday.
“Kennedy…”
I turn to look at her and see her eyebrows have drawn together, her lips parted as she brings one hand up to her cheek.
“Was that too much?” I ask, panic clawing at my chest. “I’m sorry. I—”
“It’s perfect. It all sounds absolutely perfect.”
Her lips curve into the gorgeous, beaming smile, her cheeks painted pink by the firelight. I watch the reflection of a few sparks pop in her eyes, and I know she’s telling the truth.
“Okay good,” I say as relief washes over me, “because I kind of already emailed one of the firms.”
She squeals and leans over to throw her arms around me. I hug her back, and we both kick our feet and squeal some more in a weird little seated happy dance.
“I love you,” I say once we’ve gotten the giddiness out of our systems.
I pull back and untangle my arms from around her so I can smooth the hair out of her face as she answers, “I love you so much.”
I will never get tired of saying those words or of hearing her say them back to me.
Those words are a promise, a promise we speak to the trees and the rivers and even to Kennedy Lake.
I love her, and she loves me, and we will find our way through these woods together.
She leans in to brush her lips over mine, and just when I’ve let my eyelids flutter closed as I prepare to give in to the kiss, she moves her mouth up to my ear instead and whispers, “Even though you hate my blueberry-lemon muffins.”

Thanks so much for picking up a copy of Turning Back! I hope Trish and Kennedy’s story made you laugh, cry, and swoon (preferably in that order).
This isn’t the last we’ll see of the Three Rivers crew! Clover’s book will be the next story coming soon in this sapphic series, so make sure you’ve signed up for updates on www.katiarose.com/club-katia, where you’ll also score some freebies to read while you wait!
-Katia



Save An Indie

Thank you so much for picking up a copy of Turning Back! It means the world to me to have you as a reader.
Fun Fact: Turning Back 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 it 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

Stop and Stare

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



 

Chapter 1 

Iz

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



 

Chapter 2 

Marina

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



 

Chapter 3 

Marina

There’s one part of flying that always makes me feel like I’m going to puke. I’m fine for the takeoff. I’m fine for the landing. I’m fine for the part where we’re cruising through the air. Not even turbulence sets off my stomach, but if I look out the window and see the plane is turning and doing that tilty thing where the ground is at a crazy angle and the sky has gone sideways, I start dry-heaving right on cue.
The lady next to me refused to switch and take the window seat, even after I told her I’m not great with flying. I can see her out of the corner of my eye, leaning forward so she can stare past me and out the round little window giving us a view of the sickening funhouse trip outside.
If you wanted to look out the window, why the hell wouldn’t you sit next to it?
I bite my lip to keep from asking out loud and start rubbing little circles onto my stomach in an attempt to calm it down.
Almost there. Almost there, and then you’ll see Iz.
I picture them standing in the arrivals area, and I feel the corners of my mouth lift. I haven’t seen Iz in person since New Year’s. We’ve gone way longer without a visit during our years of university, but that doesn’t make it any easier to spend time apart from the person I grew up seeing nearly every day.
The fact that we kissed the last time I saw them and haven’t talked about it since is, however, adding a few flips to my stomach’s routine.
“Attendants, please...”
The rest of what the captain says over the speakers is too garbled for me to make out over the supposed-to-be-soothing nature sounds I have streaming through my headphones, but I look to the front of the plane and see the two flight attendants strapping themselves into their pull-down seats.
I risk a glance out the window and see the plane is parallel with the ground again. My shoulders unclench, and I sag against my seat. My stomach does one final somersault and then relaxes into merciful stillness. I pull my headphones out of my ears and watch Nova Scotia get closer and closer beneath us.
Everything is coated in white like a fine sugar dusting, and the sky is a silvery grey. We pass over streets lined with homes that look like tiny dollhouses from up here. They get bigger and bigger until we’re finally zooming over the airport and gliding down onto the tarmac.
The plane is small enough that the landing makes my teeth chatter as I’m jostled around in my seat, but now that we’re no longer in danger of the horizon shifting at vomit-inducing angles, my stomach is only tightening with excitement.
No matter what else we have going on, I’ll always be eager for that first hug from Iz. I whip my seatbelt off as soon as the little light telling us to wear them switches off. I pull my shoulder bag out from under the seat in front of me and wiggle into my coat, doing my best not to smack the lady next to me in the face with my flailing arms, even if part of me thinks she deserves it. Then I sit there bouncing my heels up and down as I wait for the plane to empty.
I’m almost excited enough I don’t feel the familiar wave of apprehension hit as I get into the aisle and reach up to grab my suitcase—almost.
I can still hear those old jeering voices in my head telling me everyone is watching and laughing at the fat girl filling the aisle. I resist the urge to tug my shirt down where it’s creeping up over the edge of my jeans and focus on getting a hold of my bag’s handle.
You are allowed to be here. There’s nothing wrong with you.
I repeat my mantra in my head as I start wheeling the bag up the aisle. I used to try telling myself no one was laughing or staring, but that didn’t work out so great on the occasions when I’d look around and find people were laughing or staring.
The truth is, there’ll always be someone ready to get offended by the size of my thighs or the roll of skin that forms over the waistband of pretty much every pair of pants I own, since most companies are still bad at making comfy jeans for curvy girls. If I focus on what other people think, I’m always going to find a reason to feel bad, so now I focus on myself. Sometimes it works and sometimes it doesn’t, but most days, I’m pretty damn proud to be me.
I wave to the flight attendants and say thank you as I pass by. The Halifax airport is tiny, and it only takes me a couple minutes of speed-walking before I’m at the door to the arrivals area. I burst through and find it busier than I expected. My first scan of the people standing around in puffy winter coats and snow boots doesn’t bring any sign of Iz, but as I’m wheeling my suitcase over to a bench and pulling out my phone to text them, I hear that familiar voice calling my name.
“Yo, Mariiiiiina!”
They sing it out loud enough to make a few heads turn, rolling the r just like their dad always does. A second later, Iz clears the crowd, and a smile so big it makes my cheeks ache takes over my face.
They’re wearing an oversized green army jacket over one of those crazy button-downs they’re always finding in the dollar bin at the thrift store. This one is dark blue with a pattern of tiny oranges that matches their citrus-coloured Jordans.
I wouldn’t exactly call Iz on-trend, but they always manage to look very fucking stylish.
Their hair is in the fluffy, haphazard stage of growing out a buzz cut, and the length has a cute puppy dog effect. I can’t help reaching up to ruffle it as they charge the few feet of distance left between us and fling themself into my arms.
“You’re so fluffy!” I say as I pull them closer.
The two of us laugh and stand there wrapped up in each other, swaying to the generic lobby music pumping through the speakers. I take a deep breath in and let out a humming sigh. Iz makes the same sound.
“I’m soooo happy you’re here!” they gush. “How has it only been a month and a half? I feel like I haven’t seen you in so long.”
“You’re right.” I drop my hands to their shoulders and step back. “Let me gaze upon your glorious face.”
They do an exaggerated fashion model pout and twist their head around so I can see all the angles. I laugh and call them a dumby dumb dumb—our favourite made-up insult from when we were kids—but even as I grab my suitcase and start following them out of the terminal, I can feel the heat rising in my cheeks.
Iz is hot. I don’t know how six weeks made such a difference, but if I thought it was hard to ignore what their little smirk does to me during Christmas break, that’s nothing compared to how distracting it is now. My whole body feels warm, and despite the fact that I’ve ruffled their hair more times than I can count, I can’t get over how it felt to have it between my fingers with their body pressed to mine.
The bustle of the airport keeps us quiet until we’re outside waiting for a bus into the city. Iz nudges a pebble along the pavement with the toe of their shoe before looking up to speak to me.
“Sorry about your pizza. The delivery guy didn’t come in time, but it will be waiting when we get there, if my roommates don’t eat it all first.”
I blink. “Pizza?”
The concept rings a bell, but I’m still too busy recovering from the hug-induced haze to remember why I’m supposed to want pizza.
Iz chuckles and does that smirk again. It does not help with the haze-clearing.
“Remember?” they prompt. “I was supposed to bring you pizza when I picked you up. You specifically requested the chicken option from Halifax’s most finest purveyor of cheesy delights: Davy Jones Pizza.”
I blink again. “Ohhhh right. Wow, yeah, you really dropped the ball, Iz. I should turn around and get on a flight back right now.”
I try to hide how much my head is spinning by making a show out of pretending to be offended. I turn to face the doors behind us and flick my hair over my shoulder before starting to wheel my suitcase away. Iz is laughing at me, and the sound almost cracks my fake glare to make me laugh too. I keep the charade going, and I’m about to reach for the door when I feel their hand clamp around my wrist.
My breath catches in my throat. Iz starts to say something teasing, but when I look back over my shoulder at them, their voice trails off into silence. I see their eyes get wide, and I know I’m not imagining it when their gaze drops to my lips for just a second before fixing on their fingers wrapped tight around my arm.
I look down too. The cuff of my jacket leaves just enough of my skin exposed for me to feel the warmth of their hand. The heat blooming from that one point of contact is enough to make my breath catch a second time.
It’s like I can already see it playing out: Iz’s thumb brushing over the paper-thin skin above my veins, me shivering and saying their name like it’s something between a question and permission, the tense second of hesitation before they’d pull me closer, the feeling of their hot breath on my lips just before I’d finally get to find out what they taste like.
Our sloppy peck of a kiss at New Year’s didn’t give me a chance to do that. I’ve spent way too many nights since wondering what Iz would taste like, how they’d sound and move. It all feels so wrong and weird and thrilling and right. It’s everything all at once, and I can’t make any sense of it, but I don’t think I want to.
I just want them. I want them to want me.
“Iz...”
My voice is so low I doubt they can hear me over the rush of cars and buses pulling up to the airport, but their eyes flick to mine, and they don’t drop my hand.
I force myself to take a breath. “Iz, we—”
“That’s our ride!”
A bus pulls up to the curb beside us, the brakes squeaking as the door pops open. Iz whips their head around and releases my wrist, facing away from me as they fish around in their pockets for bus tickets.
“I know I have extra ones for you somewhere...” they mumble as they pat down their coat.
Their voice sounds even—too even, like nothing happened at all. They don’t look at me until they’ve found the tickets and stepped up to the bus, and when they glance back my way, they’ve got that typical Iz grin on.
And I, typically, have to stand there wondering if I imagined everything that just happened.
“You all right?” they ask.
I take a step forward and nod, even though my stomach has started doing flips again. If things between Iz and I keep shifting this quickly, I’m going to spend the whole trip nauseous.

Stomach problems or not, I can’t resist the call of Davy Jones pizza as the scent of gooey cheese, tangy barbeque chicken, and grilled red onion hits my nose. I’ve already had two giant pieces, but I go in for a third. Davy Jones really is a miracle. I don’t know what I’m going to do if Iz moves away after university and I don’t have an excuse to come to Halifax anymore.
Hope, one of Iz’s housemates, raises the slice she’s just taken out of the pepperoni and cheese box and holds it in the air like a substitute champagne flute. “Welcome to the Babe Cave, Marina! Let’s do a pizza toast!”
We’re crowded into the townhouse’s little living room with all of Iz’s three housemates. Pizza boxes are covering the whole top of the coffee table, and there’s a pop playlist pumping out of a speaker set while the pink string lights in the front window cast a soft glow over us all.
The bond the four of them have going on is so cute it almost makes me jealous. I love living with Alexis, but we don’t compare to the way Iz and their friends are all joined at the hip like a gang of besties in some idealized teen movie about what it’s like to move away for college. Iz always has some crazy story about what they’ve all been up to, whether it’s pranking their lacrosse team or shutting down a campus bar during one of their legendary nights out.
I rarely do anything more exciting than go to an art house screening with people from my film studies classes, but FOMO aside, I’m happy Iz has these girls. They’ve been there for them through everything I couldn’t be more than a face on a screen for: their coming out as non-binary in second year, all the heartbreaks they’ve experienced with girls on campus, and the mundane stuff like pulling all-nighters before exams or figuring out class schedules. Iz and I tell each other everything over video, but that only goes so far when you’re struggling. It helps to know these girls will always fight for Iz—almost as hard as I will.
“PIZZA TOAST!” Iz shouts, grabbing a fresh slice to hold it up like Hope.
“What exactly is a pizza toast?” I ask, dragging my attention away from the adorable flecks of tomato sauce stuck to Iz’s cheek and focusing back on the discussion.
“First you gotta put your pizza in the air,” Hope instructs me as she uses her free hand to adjust her glasses.
Hope is one of those girls who always looks effortlessly cool—truly effortlessly, like really did just wake up like that. The ends of her hair are dyed in a teal ombre, a sleeve tattoo covers one of her arms, and even though I’ve never seen her wear anything except UNS Lobsters merch and sweatpants, she looks like she’s just as ready to walk into an underground music festival as she is to show up at lacrosse practice.
I know she’s closest with Jane, but when her and Iz get going, they’re the wild ones of the group. The three of us went out one time two summers ago and ended up attempting to drunkenly skinny dip in the harbor at three in the morning—or at least, Iz and Hope tried to skinny dip. I stood on the dock and yelled at them while they leaned over the side and splashed me. We very narrowly avoided being caught by the police.
Whatever it is, a pizza toast at least sounds like it won’t break any laws.
“Jane! Paulina! You too!” Hope orders. “We are toasting to Marina’s safe arrival and to a flawless party for Iz this weekend.”
“And the theme is...?” Iz pipes up, doing their best to trick us into spilling the secret.
Hope wags her finger at them. “Nuh-uh. It’s a surprise. You’ll find out on Saturday.”
“But it’s Thursday,” they whine. “That’s so far away.”
“How do you say ‘too bad’ in Spanish?” Hope asks.
“Like this.” Iz flips her off. Jane and Paulina burst out laughing while Hope sticks out her tongue.
“Whatever. Let’s do this toast. Pizzas up, ladies and distinguished non-binary humans!”
Everyone leans forward to hold their slices in the air over the coffee table.
“To Iz and Marina!” Hope shouts.
Then they all slam their pieces of pizza together.
“Oh my god, no!” I shriek. “No way!”
Iz elbows me from their spot beside me on the couch. “You have to do it, Marina! It’s a pizza toast.”
“It’s good luck!” Jane adds.
Jane is usually the mom-type of the group, and even she’s in on this grossness.
“I don’t want to waste this delicious pizza,” I protest.
They’re all still holding their slices together in a gooey mass.
“Oh, you won’t waste it,” Iz explains. “You have to eat it after. Otherwise it’s bad luck.”
“You guys are crazy.”
“Oh, we know. Now put your pizza up.” Iz laughs and pats me on the thigh.
It’s just a brief touch, a couple inches above my knee, but it’s enough to make me want to squeeze my legs together. I don’t want anyone to spot the heat creeping up my neck, so I give in and slap my pizza to the slice pile. I wince as a glob of cheese drops onto the table.
“Atta girl!” Jane woops, her Nova Scotian accent coming out in full force.
“To Iz and Marina!” Hope shouts again, and we all echo the toast.
I glance at Iz as I pull my slice away and nibble a little bite. I am not convinced about this whole pizza toast thing, but I can’t ignore how good ‘Iz and Marina’ sound together.
I just wish I knew Iz heard it too.
Grab your free copy on www.katiarose.com!
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