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      The Most UNLIKELY To Series of Contemporary Romance novels.

      Get to know this close knit group of twenty-something friends while they learn to cope and grow as their expectations are turned on their heads.

      

      The Most UNLIKELY To series books are full-length, character-driven, adult contemporary romance novels. They can each be read as stand-alones, or read in order to experience the story chronologically. More rom than com, with a little steam, they’re perfect for fans of Christina Lauren, Mhairi Macfarlane or Helena Hunting’s single-titles!

      Welcome to Port Camosun

      an idyllic historic small town on the West Coast of Canada.

      

      When you’ve given it all you’ve got, and are tired of life’s hard knocks, it helps to have a place to return where everyone knows your name and is glad to see your face. Sometimes the answer is going back to the one place in the world you can always call home. And sometimes your happily ever after can be found in the most unlikely place.
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        * * *

      

      Let’s take a peak into the pages of the Port Cam High’s senior annual and introduce you to a special group of friends: ten diverse individuals who grew up together, have known each other through all the trials and tribulations of growing up, and have formed an unbreakable bond. See if you recognize any of these folks.
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      Quinn ‘Mom’ Roarke, Voted Best Shoulder To Cry On, and also Most Likely To Own A Café

      I know that I’ll look back on these days as being the happiest of my life. If you leave Port Cam, make sure to come back and visit.  Come on in, the coffee’s HOT!
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      Deanna ‘DeeDee’ Dunham, Voted Most Likely To Get A Facial

      Goodbye old boyfriends. Hello new boyfriends! Mwah! (Does this photo make me look fat?)
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      Ruby Zimmer, Homecoming Queen, & Voted Most Likely To win a Pulitzer Prize in Journalism

      Roads? Where I’m going, I won’t need roads. If you follow your dreams, you are capable of anything.
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      Rainy Saraladevi, Voted Most Likely To Change the World

      Be who you are and say what you feel, because those who mind don’t matter and those who matter don’t mind.

      I’ll never forget these great years with all of you! xo
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      Jeannie van Bellen, Voted Most Likely To Win The Nobel Prize, and also Cutest Couple

      The saddest thing in life is wasted talent.

      Graduation is the first step of the next chapter of your life.
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      Aislin Làska, Voted Most Likely To Get Flushed!

      I hate people. So much.
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      Parker Roarke, Voted Most Likely To Be A Justin Bieber Impersonator in Vegas

      All our dreams can come true…if we have the courage to pursue them. Just sayin’ —See you at Comicon, losers.
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      Julian Michaels, Voted Most Likely To Be A Dad

      Thanks for all of the memories. I had the time of my life.

      Miss you all! See you all at the 10 year reunion!
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          [image: Illustrated smiling dark haired Caucasian young man with sunglasses on head holding a pink book]
        

      

      Tate Foreman, Voted Most Likely To Get a Star on Hollywood Blvd

      Stage or screen, stage or screen… Both! If movies have taught me anything, now the real fun starts.
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      Zach Chapman, Voted Most Likely To Be Late For Class, Also MVP, & Cutest Couple

      I’m awake! I’m awake! Is that the bell?

      Any pizza is a personal pizza if you try hard enough.
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      Jae Soo ‘JJ’ Jeong, Voted Most Likely To Make The Cover of Forbes Magazine

      Don’t assume the answer is no before you ask the question.

      If I still look this good in 10 years, I’ll be happy. I’m outta here! See you guys later!
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      Bethune Douglas, Most Likely To Design Her Own House

      Futures don’t make themselves, you have to create them.

      Thanks for all of the memories. I had the time of my life!

      Miss you all!
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      Peter ‘Penis’ Corbin, Voted Most Likely To End Up In Jail

      Meet me behind the gym if you’re lookin’ for weed.
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            Chapter 1

          

        

      

    

    
      Julian

      Ten years ago, my life plan had been simple. I knew exactly who I was, where I was going, and what I wanted. 

      I was Julian Michaels, an easy-going, third-generation chicken farmer, and I’d be married to my high school sweetheart with two, maybe three kids, I figured. A dog, of course. A simple, pleasant life stretching as far into the future as I could see. 

      Then everything came crashing down. My life, my future, my dreams, my faith in humanity, and my self-belief. 

      I learned that nothing is simple; you can’t ever really know or trust anyone—including yourself—and life was random. It was best to take things one day at a time. Be adaptable. Take pleasure in simple things. 

      Even so, I wasn’t prepared. 

      “Julian! Julian!” A chorus of female voices rose to greet me the moment I walked through Millhouse Coffee. Collectively, the voices belonged to two of my oldest and dearest friends: Quinn, the proprietor of the café, and Deanna, my social media mentor. I’d known them since middle school. They were two-fifths of a dynamic group of clever, popular, can-do girlfriends ironically known as the Kickass Chicks. Quinn, Deanna,  and Rainy—who was at work—were the only three that stayed in our hometown, and at the moment were the core organizing committee of our tenth high school reunion. I was a mere hanger-on, their mascot if you will. Also, their caterer.

      They leapt from their chairs, swarming me as I strode toward the table where their lists and spreadsheets, seating arrangements and menus were spread. I felt my neck and face heat with embarrassment as they batted their eyelashes in slow-mo, made smooching faces, and fake swooned all over me.

      “I love you, Julian!”

      “You’re so sexy, Julian!”

      “Julian, will you marry me?”

      “Geroff!” I chuckled good-naturedly, peeling their arms from my neck and pushing them away as they giggled. I was a lucky man to have so many warm and true friends, and beautiful women to boot—inside and out. 

      I could hardly blame them for the teasing. My newest Instagram Live had gone viral, and my following had grown by ten thousand over the week, thanks to the coaching and technical support of Deanna the social media queen. Or influencer, as she was known, with the 748,000 followers of her Dee+Dun Beauty and Wellness profile. I wondered if the explosion of follows for my farm and food page and gaga girl fans qualified me as an influencer now too. All for tromping around my farm with my dog Finnigan and my goats and chickens like the hick that I was. What a weird world we live in.

      “Your following, dude!” said Deanna, giving me a side hug.

      “Thanks to you. You really are brilliant, Dee. I’m over the moon.”

      Swooning girl fans who thought I was some kind of rustic sex symbol was not what I’d expected from the new cooking and sustainable food campaign, nor what I signed up for. I felt awkward AF, but if the attention got me the audience I sought for my brand, and the sponsorships and partnerships I needed to advance my cause—and pay for my animals’ feed—I could hardly complain. My actual cost of living was very low, since I essentially lived off my land as much as possible.

      They sat down and I joined them, sweeping their papers aside and setting down my cloth-covered tin tray in the centre of the table.

      “Ooh! What’s this?” asked Deanna, pinching the edge of the cloth to peek underneath. Deanna’s diet was too health conscious and frou-frou to allow her to enjoy my cooking fully, and Quinn had rather conservative tastes, though she wholeheartedly supported my sustainable, local approach. But I made sure to include all their needs and preferences when planning the menu, as they were a rather spot-on avatar for my target audience. And I aimed to please.

      I swatted her hand away. “Hold on a sec. Where’s Rainy?”

      “Running late.”

      She was the most adventurous foodie of the group and loved to sample every new thing I came up with. The highly anticipated event was tomorrow night, and it was my food that would grace the buffet and circulate among the crowd. The food had to be superb, brilliant, and eye-catching, as well as on message. I might be attending the reunion mainly to spend time with my closest friends and reconnect with a few old ones, but I had an ulterior motive.

      “Have you got the final numbers for us?” 

      Deanna pulled her hand back, dragged her laptop closer and clicked. “Yes. There were a few last-minute responses.” She scanned her screen. “We heard from Alex whatsit. He is coming after all and he’s bringing his husband.”

      “Any more?”

      “Mhm. The four from Boston confirmed. Elsa from Montreal is coming. Dean and his wife from up in Prince George are coming down. Oh! I got a call from James Reynold’s mom. He died! She just heard about the reunion and finally got back to me.”

      “Another one to add to the deceased poster,” murmured Quinn, rummaging under the stacks of papers and jotting his name on a list.

      I vaguely recalled James. “The theatre guy? With the curly hair?”

      Quinn added, “Voted Most Likely To End Up on a Soap Opera.” She frowned down at her list, scratching her pen through a line.

      “Wasn’t he friends with Tate?”

      “Yeah, that’s what I remember, too,” Quinn said, her bright features falling. “They were in the theatre club together. I wonder if Tate knows.”

      Deanna chewed her lip. “She said it was cancer. Throat cancer. How cruel is that?”

      “Fuck cancer,” grumbled Quinn. “Want a coffee, Julian?”

      “Nah, thanks. I’ve gotta run. My buddy Arnie is delivering an alpaca this afternoon. I have to get back to the farm.”

      “A what? Alpaca? Is that like a… like a llama?”

      I laughed. “Yeah. Sorta.”

      “Why on earth would you—?”

      I brushed her question aside with a shake of my head. I didn’t want the hassle of learning about a new species, but Arnie was adamant. 

      “And Jeannie? She still coming?” I turned to Quinn, raising my brows in question. Quinn was the only one who Jeannie had stayed in touch with since grad.

      Deanna’s face lit up. “I am so excited to see her. I can’t believe she’s not been back once in ten years.”

      Quinn gave me her sedate trademark smile, and I caught the undertone of sympathy beneath. She knew I’d never ask directly about Ruby, and that Jeannie was a kind of stand-in for my perverse self-indulgent curiousity about the missing fifth member of the clique. “Jeannie was due to arrive from Toronto tonight. But there was some work thing, and she had to reschedule her flight for tomorrow. It’s up in the air but she’s still hoping to make it in time.”

      “She’d better goddamwell make it,” Deanna grumbled, making a pouty face. “It won’t be a reunion at all without her. I’m still mad at her for cutting us all off.”

      “Not all of us,” I said, elbowing Quinn, who shrugged, pulling a face. Being in Jeannie’s confidence, she knew things that she hinted at but never shared. Quinn was like a vault.

      We fell silent, as though we all were thinking the same thought at the same moment. Which, undoubtedly, we were. It wouldn’t be the same without Ruby either, but nobody expected Ruby to come. And they didn’t talk about her in front of me, anyway.

      Deanna cleared her throat to break the awkward silence. “So. The final numbers are here. A hundred and twenty-six, give or take. Is that close enough for you?”

      “Sure. Anyway, I had some ingredient substitutions and re-jigged a few of the appetizers, so I brought some samples for your approval.”

      “Ooh. Taste test.” Quinn rubbed her hands together, licking her lips.

      I swept away the covering cloth with a flourish to reveal my latest creations. I pointed to one. “Harissa grilled baby lamb on sumac flatbreads. You should get a little kick and a gorgeous depth of flavour from the roasted spices, but nothing to knock your socks off.” 

      Tentatively, Quinn plucked one stack off of the tray and popped it whole into her mouth. She closed her eyes and savoured it, humming. “Nice.”

      “Caramelized shallots on slices of gluten-free Hasselback Jerusalem artichokes for you Deanna.” 

      Deanna picked a sample and peered at it for a moment before touching it with the tip of her tongue. She liked the colour and shape of things as much as their taste and so I’d decorated the tops with a dollop of Creme Fraiche and a pretty sprig of chervil. I thought she’d like that, and as she smiled at it and took a dainty bite, I knew she did. She chewed thoughtfully, and I watched her eyes register the lovely silky texture combined with the chewiness of the artichokes. Another winner.

      “Next,” Quinn said, waiting for the introduction that always preceded my food.

      I picked up one of the dessert items. “How about something sweet, Quinny? This one’s maple sugar rhubarb mousse in a cardamom crisp, with wild strawberries and a caramel halo.” Quinn’s eyes lit up and she enthusiastically gave that a go. I sat back, watching them crunch and chew, listening to their moans of delight, knowing I’d knocked it out of the park. 

      Without warning, Deanna lurched forward with a guttural noise, her big, dark eyes bulging at something over my shoulder.
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        * * *

      

      Deanna clutched at my sleeve as Quinn followed her gaze. As I went to turn around, Quinn grabbed a paper napkin and spit the contents of her mouth into her hand. 

      What the hell? 

      “What’s wrong? Does it taste bad? What is it?” Had I mixed up sugar and salt? Accidentally dropped chili pepper into the mousse? I didn’t do stuff like that. I was exacting and careful; some might say, too precise.

      She frowned and hissed, “Don’t turn around. Don’t turn around.”

      Deanna let out a long plaintive cry like someone had stepped on a cat. Of course I turned, because whatever had caused this uproar in my girls had to be faced.

      Of all the things or people I expected to see entering the café when I turned, it was not Ruby.

      My head roared with a whooshing, tidal wave of blood; burning, anguished tears shot from my tear ducts as my throat seized up. 

      “Did she contact you? Did you know?”

      “No. No, I never got a reply to the invitation.” 

      “I thought she was in Afghanistan.”

      “No, it was Azerbaijan.”

      I heard the halting exchange between the girls through the thunder in my ears.

      I squeezed my eyes closed, opened them wide, shut them again. Surely my mind was playing tricks on me. I’d imagined I’d seen my Ruby a million times over the years. Here on the streets downtown, and even in London, Paris, Rome, and New York; there were times when I was convinced that the person I saw in a crowded restaurant on the sidewalk up ahead was Ruby. But it never was. This, my pounding heart jammed into my throat told me, was undoubtedly Ruby.

      Suddenly, we were all on our feet. I don’t remember rising. Everything happened at once, in a staccato rhythm.

      Deanna rushed forward calling her name, then stopped and glanced back at me, uncertain. Quinn stayed by my side, her fingers digging into my bicep, as though she thought I might topple over without her support. And I might have. I still might.

      “Ruby? Is that really you?” Deanna stepped forward. 

      Ruby, for it truly was her, stood blinking at the bunch of us, disoriented too. Did she come in here by accident? Her lips opened to speak, but she stalled. She reached a hand out, and Deanna clasped then released it.

      “Hey… wow… guys. I…” Her gaze skipped across each of us, but kept bouncing back to me, locking on me. As our gazes met, her pupils huge and black, I felt as though I’d fallen into deep space; she seemed as disoriented as I felt.

      Deanna stepped back while Quinn released my arm at last, shoving me forward. I stumbled. I didn’t know what she wanted me to do. What was I supposed to do?

      “Jules?” Ruby’s voice reached me, scratchy and faint, like a bad recording. “I didn’t expect to see you here. Mom told me about Quinn’s new place and I…”

      No words came when I tried to find them. Something cottony closed my throat. My eyes burned and my skin was hot and tingling. Confused, I turned to look at Quinn and Deanna. They’d retreated, huddled together like nervous puppies.

      “Jules?” Ruby stepped closer and closer. Ten inches away, then eight. I could smell her. Feel her breath on my face. She lifted a hand as if to touch me, but stopped mid air and let it drop. She knew better than to try, this woman who destroyed me. She was part stranger, part lover, part ruination, and it was hella confusing; a storm of emotions swirled inside me.

      But then she did touch me. First her palms landed featherlight on my chest, as if gauging my temperature, like a hot stove. Then her arms slid up and around my neck, grabbing fistfuls of my shirt and pulling me closer, tipping her face to the crook of my neck, grazing it with a feather touch. The familiar scent of her, dark chocolate and the cinnamon spice of carnations that I’d loved so much, swamped my senses. 

      In a flash, my body remembered what I’d fought ten years to forget. The silky feel of her thick hair and smooth skin against mine. My fingers tingled, and my arms ached to grab her and pull her into me, hold her tight. I feathered my fingertips on her back, and felt her ribs and vertebrae jutting, strange in their gaunt hardness. But I could go no further, enveloped by her trembling breath and crushed by the sound of my own heartbeat in my ears.

      Suddenly we were at the centre of a frenzied group hug, the other girls rushing us and twining their arms around both of us. Pressed closer to Ruby, our chests, bellies, hips, and thighs connected, a fever of familiar desire washed over me; my body temperature shot up as my skin screamed and nerve endings lit up. Blood surged to my groin in a tidal wave of sexual reverberations. I tried to pull back but was locked into the embrace, painfully conscious of my swelling groin.

      They must have all realized they were crowding us at the same moment, because the group broke apart and everyone teetered back a step. My head was on fire.

      I drew a breath. Some shards of sense cut through the fog. Finally, I found my voice, a choked, stiff, drowning voice. “Are you here for the reunion?”

      She winced and swayed on her feet. Her head tilted to the left. “No. No, I didn’t know. My mom and dad just told me about it.” Her shoulder hitched up. “That’s why I came looking for Quinn.”

      I said nothing. Did I honestly expect she’d look me up first? Or at all?

      She looked great. Fantastic. Strong, lean, and tanned, her brown hair streaked with gold. Of course, I’d seen her on TV. We all had. So it’s not like the changes wrought by ten years in her field should shock me. But they did all the same. In the flesh she looked tired, weathered. Not the incandescent, nubile Ruby of our youth. Tiny lines flared out from the corners of her hazel eyes, and cut into the sides of her full mouth. It was a hard life she’d chosen. I knew that. Still, she was as beautiful to me as ever. 

      I reached up to rub the back of my head, staring down at my rubber work boots, now painfully aware that I’d come in directly from the farm. I was in my rattiest t-shirt and scarf, my baggiest work pants. I never fussed about clothes anymore, but my skin crawled now with self-consciousness. A deep, crippling sense of my inadequacy swamped me.

      “Are all of you going to the reunion?” Ruby finally asked, scanning the group.

      “Of course we are. We organized it. And now so are you!” squeaked Deanna, leaping closer.  I just kept staring at her, as blood roared in my ears to the sound of her name. Ruby, Ruby, Ruby.

      “You’re going?” Ruby’s big green-bronze eyes circled my features, as if she too were taking the measure of time since we’d last been together.

      “Ah… nooo, actually. Nope.” Tugging on my scarf, I shoved my hands in my pockets and stepped back to give myself a bit of space. I registered the sharp intake of breath behind me. “Have an alpaca to unpack. Got to get it… settled.” This couldn’t be happening. I took a step to the side, clenching my hands into fists, and angled my shoulder towards her—like a bull intent on plowing through a fence. Anything to stop me from wrapping her in a crushing embrace, burying my face in her hair, drawing the scent of her skin into my lungs like a life-giving elixir. 

      “You are too going, Julian.” Quinn’s quiet voice came right behind me. “You have to go. Everyone expects you.”

      I twisted to glare at her. “No. Can’t make it. Sorry.” I turned back to Ruby. “You should though. Since you’re back. Everyone will be so excited to see you.” My God, I have to get out of here. I stepped around her, forcing myself to put one foot in front of the other until I found myself on the sidewalk out in front of the café. The warm summer air washed over me like a silken veil, waking me up from a dream. A volcano of emotion erupted from somewhere deep inside me; I felt like I was on fire. I had to get away, and fast.

      Though anguish and horrible humiliation, and latent rage swirled together in my gut, all my nerve endings stubbornly insisted on standing up together and singing a high clear note like a choir. 

      Ruby was back.
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      Ruby

      I’m gutted.

      I know I deserve this feeling of rejection, but it fills me with fear, as if my last thread is about to snap.

      My pulse hammered, my breath shallow. It felt a lot like being caught out in the field by an IED explosion or machine gun strafing, catching me unawares and catapulting my body directly into flight or fight mode, all systems on high alert. I’m used to keeping my mind vigilant and objective in those situations, but this one left me with my thoughts skittering incoherently.

      I barely knew where to look after Julian stormed out, and still couldn’t think of what to say as Deanna and Quinn rushed toward me and smothered me in more welcoming hugs and kisses, patting and squeezing as if they didn’t believe I was really here. I could hardly believe it myself. It felt like I was watching a newsreel, floating somewhere over my shoulder, detached.

      When I came to find Quinn’s new café, after Dad told me about it and the reunion that I’d inadvertently stumbled upon, I didn’t expect to find two of my closest friends together. Nor had I expected to smash right into Julian. My Julian. Never mind under the curious, critical stare of two of my oldest friends. 

      He couldn’t escape fast enough, his eyes pained and panicked.

      I twisted to glance longingly out the front window of the café just in time to see Julian pause, rake his hands through his messy hair, shake his head, and stumble out of view. My heart pounded from the shock, the joy and anguish of seeing him again, like that. It was over before I knew what was happening.

      I didn’t plan to meet him this way. It wasn’t fair to him. But I wasn’t prepared either. Seeing him again after all this time affected me so much more than I expected. My hands were shaking now that the adrenaline was ebbing.

      As my heart rate slowed, I looked around me at Quinn’s newly opened café, Millhouse Coffee. It occupied a fabulous heritage brick warehouse space, with tall industrial windows and a high, metal ceiling. The floor was rough and rustic, with an eclectic mix of up-cycled furniture scattered around. The atmosphere was wonderful, a mix of new, old and funky, a perfect reflection of my friend’s earthy, bohemian tastes.

      Clearly, I hadn’t given this enough thought. I should have taken shelter at my parent’s place awhile and got the lay of the land first. Sent up a flare to warn people. Julian specifically.

      “Ruby, I can’t believe you’re here!” Quinn said, her palms framing my face. 

      “We were just going over the attendance list five minutes ago, and I was wondering if you even got the invitation,” Deanna added, wrapping her arm around me and pulling.

      I shook my head. “I didn’t. I’m sorry.  I was in Toronto, and before that, South America for months. I just got to town.” 

      “Sit down. I’ll make a coffee for you,” Quinn said, ducking behind the counter as Deanna sat down at a long table that was strewn with papers, phones and a laptop. In its centre was a tray with all kinds of little food things that looked like something out of a gourmet magazine. Wedding food.

      I sat down, putting aside my swirling emotions about Julian to deal with later. “I’m starving, actually. Can I eat some of this?”

      There was an awkward beat of silence, and then Deanna replied, “Of course. Help yourself. They’re samples of the appies for tomorrow night.” Her gaze darted to Quinn’s for a second as I picked up some kind of stacked nibbly thing and popped it whole into my mouth. Incredible flavour exploded along with silky textures that melted on my tongue. I’d eaten both fantastic food on my travels and terrible rations, and had even gone without. But I don’t think I’d ever tasted anything like this. 

      “Oh my God! This is incredible.”

      “Um. Yeah. We have a great… caterer,” Quinn said, setting a coffee beside me.

      I picked up my cup for a sip and noticed she’d scrawled something on the side with a Sharpie: Most Likely to Win a Pulitzer! I laughed, tilting the cup at Quinn, meeting her gaze. That was one prize I hadn’t actually won. Yet.

      “This place looks amazing, Quinn,” I said, lifting the cup to my lips. “You did it! Your dream come true.” While most of the rest of us had planned to go to university, all Quinn ever talked about was her café for as long as I could remember. 

      She sniffed and sat beside me, wiping her hands on a bar towel. “Yup. It’s a start, anyway. Opened about nine months back. But I’m not solvent yet. It takes awhile to establish regular clientele.” She sighed, her eyes darting around the space. “One step at a time.”

      I could see the uncertainty in her eyes and inferred that she was stressed about it. The place was empty except for us three at the moment, but it was late afternoon on a Friday. Most people were probably still at work, or gone to a pub. 

      “The location is great, though. With that view over the water. Tables outside on the terrace. I’d come here every day if I lived or worked in the area.”

      Just then the bell over the door tinkled as it swung open. We all turned to look as a very tall, very thin woman strode in, black hair escaping a messy top knot. Taking in her extra long brown arms and legs, I realized this was our missing friend, Rainy.

      “Sorry. Sorry I’m late! Got held up with a chatty client.” She stopped, just shy of the table and stared. “Ooh, food. My favourite. Where’s—”

      “The caterer dropped off new samples,” Quinn practically shouted at her.

      “The cate—?”

      “Ruby’s here!” Deanna cut her off, gesturing at me.

      Rainy turned to me, brow puckering, mouth falling open. “Ruby?”

      “Hey, Rainy.” I stood up and we hugged before she pushed me away to peer intently at me.

      “I cannot believe you’re here.”

      I shrugged. “Just in time for the reunion, apparently. But I don’t think I’ll make it. I have to see the family.”

      “You didn’t plan it? Of course you have to come. Where are you headed next?” Rainy picked up another appetizer and bit into it.

      “I’m between assignments,” I deflected, chagrinned that she assumed I’d be flying off again. “Decided it was time to visit.” 

      That was only marginally true, but what I was really doing in town was best kept secret until I made a decision. That was the million-dollar question. I really didn’t know whether I was staying or moving on again. I guess I was hoping my friends could help me decide. Catching up with everyone at this reunion would help, actually. And Jules… well, he was part of the equation. “So… Julian. Does he come in here a lot?”

      Quinn cleared her throat, her gaze flicking between the other girls and me. “Whenever he’s in the city. A few times a week.”

      “Looks like not much has changed with him then. Still on the farm?”

      Deanna perked up. “A lot has changed with him, actually.” After a quelling glare from Quinn, she babbled on but in a more subdued way and I wondered what she’d edited out. “His dad died about a year-and-a-half back, and he’s taken over. His mom and Molly live nearby in the village now, so the property’s all his. He’s doing things a lot differently. It’s not a chicken farm anymore, though he still has some chickens I guess.”

      I let these details soak in, thinking about the past ten years. How many places I’d been; what I’d seen and experienced. And Julian, apparently just where I’d left him, the same. I couldn’t even imagine. “Did he… I mean did he… is there anyone…”

      Rainy picked up on my meaning and said, “No. Still on his own.” She pulled out a water bottle and took a long drink while I watched her swan-like neck swallow.

      My pulse kicked up. I was torn between feeling ecstatic and desolate at the news. Not surprising, my friends also seemed to be at a loss for words as I studied their familiar faces as three pairs of eyes bored holes into my face.

      Deanna leaned in. “You’re not serious, Ruby. Say you’ll come to the reunion. We’ve spent months planning it. I can’t even imagine going knowing you’re in town but not there with us.” 

      “Please come!” Rainy clung to my arm, begging me with her eyes, and for a moment I felt like I was back in high school, surrounded by my besties.

      I sighed. “I don’t think it would be fair to Jules to just crash like this. I didn’t even expect to see…” I looked to Quinn, and she kept her gaze cast down. In that, I saw the truth. Of all of us, she’d been closer friends with Julian, and I imagined that after I left, she was someone Julian had leaned on, confided in. “Was he telling the truth? He’s not going?”

      Deanna and Quinn shrugged uncertainly while Rainy scowled, a question hovering in her eyes. I knew I was making things awkward. 

      “I don’t know. I guess,” said Quinn.

      “Tell me who else is going,” I said, to change the subject. “Will Jeannie be there? And Bethune?”

      “Beth, yes. She’s back from finishing her architectural internship in Ottawa and job hunting here. Jeannie’s coming back too, actually. She’s flying in tomorrow; fingers crossed she’s in time for the party.” 

      “So, I’m not the only one who’s been AWOL for the past decade.”

      I was having an almost out-of-body experience, watching my friends’ faces, listening to them talk over each other, feeling surrounded by love and acceptance. Suddenly, my throat burned and convulsed, the heat rising through my sinuses. My eyes filled with tears, and my chin wobbled. My hot breath wavered with a spasm. “I missed you all so much,” I blurted.

      Then we were all crying and hugging and laughing.

      Once we all settled down, they showed me their detailed plans for the reunion event, and we polished off the rest of the yummy snacks from the tray. 

      “Promise me you won’t get wasted, and stay well away from Zach tomorrow night,” said Quinn, giving Deanna a pleading look.

      Dee’s eyes went wide as blue lakes. “He’s my friend. But I hear you. I can hardly—”

      “If he was just your friend, and not your friend-with-benefits, we wouldn’t worry,” added Rainy. 

      “We don’t…” whined Deanna. “Not much.” She tucked her neck into her shoulders. “Not. Often. It’s only—”

      “When you both get drunk and feel sentimental. Gee… I wonder why we’re worried about tomorrow night, Dee.”

      I reeled to think that the two of them were still hooking up after all these years. They were never a couple, and never would be. I’m sure everyone still remembers grad night. It was such a shitshow. I’m sure that’s why Jeannie stayed away. If it were me, and I’d caught Julian with someone at the after-grad house party, I don’t think I’d have ever recovered. Not that I thought Jeannie and Zach were destined to be together forever, but that year they were pretty sweet. Everyone thought so—the star athlete and the star mathlete. They were in the running against Jules and me for prom king and queen.

      “All right. I promise.” She raised her right hand. “I vow I will not sleep with Zach Chapman, tomorrow night.”

      “Or ever again,” murmured Quinn.

      “Let’s not push our luck,” Rainy said. “Okay, for my part, I vow I will not give in to my mother’s wishes and spend the entire evening on the arm of either Aman Banerjee or Neil Kumar.”

      “Seriously. Pick something you’re not actually motivated to do, so it’s at least a little bit hard,” Deanna said.

      “It’ll be hard enough,” Rainy sighed, wilting, and we all understood. Mrs. Saraladevi was not to be messed with. And I saw that Rainy still struggled to assert her own wishes over her domineering and demanding mother’s.

      “What about you, Quinn?” I asked. “Is there someone you’ll be avoiding at the reunion?”

      Quinn shrugged and shook her head, as if she couldn’t think of anyone.

      “I’ll tell you what,” said Rainy. “Since our mutual good friend Jae Soo is back from Seoul, how about not monopolizing him so we can all get our share?”

      Quinn’s mouth dropped open. “I wouldn’t!”

      The other two made a chorus of skeptical noises.

      “Anyway, everyone will have to beat down your twin brother to get a few minutes with JJ.”

      After a few more minutes of chitchat, it was time to go. I excused myself but not before another round of hugs and yet more urging that I attend the fateful event. 

      “I’ll see. I can’t promise. My parents want to spend time with me too, you know.” As I walked away from the café, I made a vow that I wouldn’t go anywhere near that reunion if Julian was going to be there.
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      Julian

      Quinn: Hey

      Me: …

      Quinn: Seriously. I’m worried about u.

      Me: I’m fine. Farm keeping me busy. Arnie just arriving.

      Quinn: Won’t keep you. Just want to make sure you’re coming tomorrow.

       /*dancing woman/* /*dancing man/*

      Me: Don’t know. Having second thoughts obvs.

      Quinn: Julian!

      Me: La la la. Can’t talk now.

      Quinn: She said she won’t go anyway. :`(

       I didn’t even have arguments pro versus con fighting in my head. Instead, it was a fog, while tension held my entire body in a rigour-mortis-like lockdown. Earlier, I barely got to my truck before I fell apart. It was like having my legs cut out from under me by a sickle mower. 

      My gut was still in knots, and gound my teeth as I strode to the front gravel field, Finnegan bounding at my heels, to watch Arnie’s rusted blue truck crunch toward me with his livestock trailer bumping behind. 

      “Sit.” Finn settled at my side, tail wagging, as we waited for the new addition.

      Arnie pulled up and shut off the truck, leaping out with the agility and ease of a farmer who spent all day on the move. I’d been back on the farm just over a year, but I already knew the feel of that sinewy strength, and the vitality that came from spending most of every day outdoors hauling shit around. Literally. My gig might have been food, but farming was farming. And animals, as I had learned, demanded a lot of time and attention. I strode around his truck to meet him at the rear of the trailer where he yanked on the door latch.

      The alpaca, which was due yesterday, was a welcome distraction today. The delay was no big deal. Arnie and I understood each other. The animals always came first, so people had to be accommodating and patient. It was too much to hope he’d changed his mind about giving this animal to me. I could only demur so many times. 

      I led Arnie and the small-headed, long-necked tan creature he had on a lead to the paddock I’d prepared. Most of its coat was short from its last shearing, except for the unruly mop on its head that looked like a mad aunt overdue for the hairdresser. I made a face at it. You’d think living with goats, pigs, and chickens I’d be tolerant, but there was something weirdly alien about alpacas and their wide-set dark eyes. As if some stuffed animal from your childhood bedroom had come to life.

      “He looks like you,” Arnie teased as I held open the gate, and self-consciously raked a hand through my messy, overlong hair.

      I was fully occupied for the next hour as Arnie and I maneuvered the skittish alpaca into the small paddock and gave it some feed. He was convinced the goats would love it, but I wanted to take it slow. Introduce them gradually. I didn’t need eight agitated goats. The creature didn’t like Finnegan and didn’t seem to want to live here with me any more than I welcomed it. God. I knew nothing about alpacas.

      “Last chance to take it away.”

      Arnie laughed. “Not a chance, Julian. You’ll figure it out like you always do. You didn’t know about goats either, nor pigs. Now look at you!”

      I groaned. It was true, but they had motivated me. They were actual food, after all. But this thing… Arnie read my expression.

      “It’s a he, by the way. Time to give him a name. Aside from the superb fibre, it’s very enviro friendly. They eat way less than cows.”

      “If I’d wanted to diversify my stock, I’d have gotten sheep.”

      “Alpacas are the same but better. More sustainable.”

      “Mm.” I remained unconvinced. Was I supposed to take up knitting?

      “And if you want, you can get him a girlfriend. Then you could milk her. I figured you might like to experiment with cheese-making.”

      “Uhh… No more alpacas,” I pleaded, still hoping I could give this one back after a decent interval.

      My phone rang this time, with a distinctive tone that meant my sister Molly was calling. I left Arnie walking and talking to the alpaca, trying to calm it down, and stepped away to take her call.

      “Molls!”

      “Little brother.”

      Hm. She only called me that when I was about to get a scolding.

      “I heard a rumour.”

      “Did you?” 

      A long silence followed my glib reply, and I sobered.

      “Julian.”

      “Molly.”

      “Are you okay, sweetie?”

      Tension clutched my jaw, my eyes swimming with tears instantly. I turned and quickly strode away from Arnie. I swallowed and swallowed again, clearing my throat, working to get a grip on myself.

      “It came as a shock.” My gravelly voice betrayed me.

      “How… how did she look to you? Are you afraid…” her voice trailed off.

      “Afraid of what, Molly?” I flinched at my tone. I didn’t mean to snap her head off.

      She inhaled and sighed, long and slow, giving me the moment I needed. “Afraid you’ll fall in love with her all over again.”

      Her words hit me like a punch to the gut. Again! I’d never stopped loving the damned girl. But Molly didn’t need to know that. No one did. “Huh. I’m too fucking angry to fall in love,” I chose to say instead. That was true too. Too angry to give into the feelings. Too gutted to take a proper breath.

      “Julian—”

      Arnie’s shout came from a distance. “Julian! Get back here.”

      I raised an arm to wave at him. He had places to go.

      “I’ve got to go Molly. Arnie just brought the fucking alpaca over.”

      She snort-laughed. “That’s exactly what you need right now.”

      I grunted in agreement. The necessity of dealing with the thing was keeping me from wallowing. Or it would have if my family and friends would stop hounding me.

      “I’ll come over in a while to help with more food prep, ‘kay?”

      I signed off and made my way back to the alpaca pen, leaning my arms on the top rail and watching it shuffle sideways as Arnie held it in a gentle headlock to remove the red harness from its tiny head. It was pretty placid considering the stress of the ride over and the strange environment. They were bizarre looking creatures with their thick necks and small fluffy heads.

      Finnegan ducked under the bottom rail and circled around, curious, and the thing started humming loudly. Arnie said, “Call Finn away, Julian. You’ll have to get them used to each other gradually. These guys don’t care too much for dogs.”

      I scoffed. “You might have mentioned that before. Finnegan! Come!” I patted my thigh, and he jogged over obediently so I could scratch his ear. “Let’s give the new guy some space, okay, buddy?” 

      Arnie gave the alpaca a pat and ducked between the fence rails, joining me in watching it prance around, exploring its new space. He turned to speak and stopped. “What’s up with you? You get bad news?”

      Shit. I combed a hand through my hair, shaking my head. “Uh, no. It was just Molly.”

      “You’re sure popular today. Last-minute arrangements for your event?”

      I filled my lungs, held the breath then let it go with a huff, staring at the soft dirt underfoot, indented with boot and hoof prints. Only eight years older, Arnie was a good friend. Not a father, but like an older brother to me. With his property only a few kilometres from mine, I saw him as much as my friends in town, and he knew my business.

      “Something… happened earlier today. I’m not sure I’m going to the reunion now.”

      “What! You have to go!”

      “I know. I know.” I raised a hand, palm out, but Arnie was already fired up.

      Arms wide, he faced me with an incredulous expression. He was part of the Farm-to-Table Faire planning group, and was as invested in the event as I was. They were all expecting me to drum up some significant sponsorship through the reunion. My food was only one part of the campaign, but with my experience and public following, I was its de facto spokesperson. After all our planning, it would be stupid and irresponsible not to go.

      “We can always adjust the scope if we don’t get another big sponsor or two,” I hedged.

      “Or we could just take Ethan up on his offer.”

      “Not a chance!”

      We critically needed about a hundred grand more to fund the Faire. The only big sponsor that had come forward was the owner of Ragged Mountain Resort and Spa. And their pockets were too deep for comfort. Though others on the committee didn’t share my reservations, I wasn’t prepared to compromise our mandate for someone like that.

      When we were still in school, the old owner, Thomas, had been widely disliked for his sleaze and his greed. There’d been one major dust up that I recalled, when he’d clear-cut a vast swath of his mountaintop land without proper permits or geotechnical engineering so he could expand, causing some severe erosion that affected neighbouring properties and wildlife habitats.

      Even my easy-going father had had major run-ins with him, losing money. Worse than that, my gut told me the current CEO, Ethan Garwood, who was between me and Arnie in age, was savvy and ambitious enough to want to leverage my new online notoriety for his own nefarious commercial aims. I didn’t feel like lending my name to line his pockets with gold and compromise my own agenda.

      “Why, dude?”

      I owed him an answer. “My… old girlfriend arrived in town unexpectedly this morning.”

      “Your old…?” Arnie’s brow pinched together. “Uh… what’s her name. From high school? That one?”

      “None other.” In fact, there never had been another. For all the women I’d taken to bed to drown my sorrows, there were no other ex-girlfriends. “Ruby.”

      Arnie narrowed his eyes and stared at me until I squirmed and cringed. “What?”

      He clicked his tongue. “So you’re going to scurry back to the farm and hide like a rabbit? That doesn’t sound like you, Julian.” 

      I shot him a dirty look. “Just because I told you the story, doesn’t mean you know what I’m thinking right now. She’s been away for ten years. People want to catch up with her. I thought I’d give her space, that’s all.” I was now regretting that fishing trip and bottle of whiskey around the campfire.

      “Uh-huh. So I guess all these texts and phone calls aren’t your army of friends fretting over your bruised ego?”

      “Fuck you, Arnie,” I grumbled. 

      He laughed and smacked the back of my head. “You can wallow about the girl if you want to.” He turned and strode towards his truck. With his hand on the door, he turned. “Or you can put on your fancy city-boy duds and show that girl you’re more interested in investing in your future than cryin’ about your past.”

      “Fuck you, Arnie,” I mumbled once more, but under my breath, because what he said was true.

      After he pulled away, I kicked at the gravel, sighing; picking up on my mood, Finnegan trailed me. It wasn’t my ego that was bruised by Ruby’s betrayal ten years ago. It was my heart that had been pulverized. I didn’t think it could handle the exposure. But Arnie’s comment made me feel like a chump for thinking about bailing on our project.

      The girls had said there’d be about a hundred and forty-five people. Maybe we could give each other space in a crowd that big. Or maybe, like Quinn said, she really wouldn’t show up. Guilt pinched at my gut. So much planning had gone into this event. I knew everyone was expecting me. I sighed and pulled out my phone.

      Me: Maybe I’ll just set up the food, say a quick hello and then slip out.

      Quinn: Your food! Your plan! Our friends! You have to stay!  :’

      Me: She’s really not going? Don’t shit me.

      My phone rang.

      “That’s what she said. Honest.”

      “Quinn.”

      “Look. We all urged her to come after you left, but she seemed pretty sure she wouldn’t. She said her parents wanted her around.”

      “Understandable. How much have they seen of her?”

      “I don’t know. My dad would flip if I went away for years and years. Like your folks did when you left.”

      “I wasn’t gone that long,” I argued.

      “Six years, Julian. That’s almost as bad.”

      I hummed, half a concession. More like seven since I worked in the city for over a year before I really left town. It felt like a lifetime. I wondered what it felt like for Ruby to be back after a full decade. 

      “Don’t let the idea of her do this to you, Julian.”

      I grunted, squatting onto my haunches to give Finnegan a rub and closed my eyes while he licked my chin. I just wanted to lie down on the ground and go to sleep and stop thinking, but a decision had to be made.

      “Julian. You can do it. You have to. If she shows up, just… ignore her!”

      I barked with sudden laughter. “Yeah, okay. Easy. Right.

      “So that’s a yes?”

      I let out a huge breath. “Yes. Ok. I’ll… try.”

      I hung up on her cheering. I needed to face my fear. I could do this for my friends, for my cause. It didn’t have to be about Ruby. I headed for the shower. There was a ton of food to prep. That much I knew I could do.
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        * * *

      

      Ruby

      ”Good morning sweetheart.” Dad’s warm, familiar voice was like a balm for my weary soul as I joined them in the kitchen the next morning.

      "Coffee?" Mom turned toward me, and I smiled at her. She was as put together as ever in a silky blouse and dressy trousers, makeup and jewelry, her hair perfect, and had probably been working for two hours even though it was Saturday morning.

      "Yes, please," I said, sliding into the chair beside my dad. He was still in his sleep pants and robe, his hair smashed to one side, his reading glasses halfway down his nose, his phone in his hand—probably reading the news headlines. Mom set a steaming mug of coffee in front of me along with a buttered slice of toast smeared with peanut butter. I could get used to this.

      "Have you decided about tonight?" Dad set down his phone and leaned forward on his forearms, peering at me over the frames of his glasses. No beating around the bush in this family.

      I twisted my mouth and looked at him, because of course he knows I'm agonizing over it. “I just got here. I want to spend time with you two. And Isaac. He’s coming over isn’t he?”

      “Eventually,” Dad said. “He’s busy.”

      “Your friends will want to see you too, sweetheart," Mom set her hand on my shoulder as she walked by. “We’ll be here when you get back. Let me know if you need something to wear. I have papers to grade.” She left the room, her heels clicking on the tiles and I wondered, not for the first time, why she had to get dressed to grade students’ work. 

      Dad cleared his throat. "I can see why you're reluctant, but the thing is, whatever the real reason for coming home, you have to face your demons Ruby. You’ve got choices to make, and catching up with all of your old friends could give you some perspective.”

      I pushed out my lower lip and narrowed my eyes at him. His words were truer than he could possibly know. Naturally he knew exactly how I was feeling, despite how I'd hedged when I explained why I was back and what I was doing. That was Dad. He could read me like a newspaper.

      “But I want to spend time with you.” My voice came out small, childlike. Was I that desperate to avoid a confrontation with Julian?

      “You know I’m very proud of you Ruby,” Dad said. “As is Mom.”

      I looked up from poking at the peanut butter on my toast. His eyes were suddenly, suspiciously glassy. 

      He continued, “And I would never presume to tell you how to live your life. But if my only daughter should choose to live closer to home, that would make me very happy.”

      “Dad. Don’t get maudlin. I’ve only just arrived. I haven’t made any decisions yet. And you have a son, and a daughter-in-law, not to mention your first grandchild on the way.”

      He hummed his agreement, chuckling. “Nevertheless. They’re not my Ruby. We've missed an enormous part of your life, and it's clear it has been hard for you to be so rootless. It's time for you to think about what the rest of your life is going to look like." 

      “I’ll figure it out.” 

      Mom would say, Pull up your socks, Ruby. You know what you want, so quit waffling and go after it. But I didn’t know. Not anymore. This next choice felt momentous. I was ready for a change, but also terrified of what I’d be giving up. My hard-earned reputation. The predictable unpredictability of my life. How did I know if this new opportunity would be right for me? Especially if I wrote the book of my heart. 

      Picking up his phone he stood and turned to put his mug in the kitchen sink. With his back to me he added, "Is it Julian? Is that what's holding you back?"

      I let go of the breath I’d been unconsciously holding, absently fingering my empty ring finger, tension pinching my ribs. “Of course. Partly. How could it not?"

      Dad turned to face me, leaning back against the sink. “Are you afraid to see him again?"

      I hadn't mentioned to them that I had already seen him yesterday, unexpectedly, and couldn’t erase the image or the feel of him from my mind or from my skin; my heart rate racing at the very thought of seeing him again. It would've caused quite the uproar. Their curiousity and concern would get the best of them. 

      "The girls said he's not going to the reunion now. If that’s true, I think it's because of me, and I don't think that's fair."

      “That’s his decision, isn’t it? Even if he decides to go, it's not something you can avoid. Especially if you do stay. You at least owe the man a conversation Ruby." 

      I made a sound in my throat, in part because he spoke the naked truth, but also because he’d referred to Julian as the man, and that threw me for a loop. Somehow, still, I thought of Julian as the boy. My boy.

      “I trust you’re staying a while. We’ll have our chance to visit. Eat your toast, drink your coffee, and think about it. There’s time yet.“

      I did think. For close to two hours. I didn’t have as much time as he seemed to believe. The offer from Maclean’s magazine was on the table, but it would expire if I couldn’t make up my mind. And if too much time lapsed, I’d be expected to ship out again. The proverbial rock and hard place loomed.

      How could I explain to my dad—or to anyone—why this decision was so hard for me? Aside from the infamy that could come if I wrote the book of my heart, I wasn’t sure I could do it without support. And at this point in my career—and life—Dad’s reliable “follow your heart” and mom’s predictable “pull up your socks” weren’t all that helpful. I needed a soft place to land. And the only place I could think of was with Julian.

      Did I honestly think I could waltz back into town after ten years away, after abandoning him and cutting him off cold, and expect to be welcomed? No, I did not. I wasn’t that naive. And the truth of it was, I knew I didn’t deserve it. I didn’t deserve him.

      Yet I still felt the need to sort things out with him before I could make the right decision. 

      I went to my room and looked at the pile of dirty work clothes spilling out of my duffel bag and backpack in the middle of the floor. I sighed. A hundred percent rugged, utilitarian, and well-worn. I had long ago given up any pretense of a normal life.

      There was not one single item of clothing that I had worn in the past ten years suitable for a reunion. My old jersey knit LBD and beat up ballet flats that I’d kept rolled up in the bottom of my pack for the occasional diplomatic or celebratory event overseas had been tossed into the bin before my last flight home. I’d have to replace them if I went back out in the field.

      Kicking the pile of rags aside, I turned to my open closet with a hefty dose of skepticism; anything left in there was from when I was eighteen, and not age, or reunion, appropriate. Even if I did want to go to this event, I didn't have a single thing to wear.

      I sat at my dressing table and pushed my shaggy waves back from my face. When was the last time I got a haircut? The past decade had emphatically not been about me, my relationships, or my identity.  Of all the things that I worried about, my appearance seldom made the list. Now I looked at myself trying to imagine what my classmates would see. What had Julian seen? I squinted, taking the measure of the lines on my face and the deep sadness in my eyes. I was only twenty-eight, but
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