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          EVVIE

        

      

    

    
      Evvie Adler was running late to her queer seniors’ group—her own fault, since she couldn’t tear herself away from the latest episode of her favorite romance writing podcast. The hosts were talking about using real life experiences to make characters authentic, and Evvie was musing over how to apply that to her current story.

      She wasn’t the only one running late. Two of her friends, Tom and Noah, walked into the center just as the podcast went into its final segment. The two men were holding hands as usual, and Evvie’s heart squeezed painfully. It seemed like all her friends were paired up now—everyone except her.

      When the podcast ended, she sighed, got out of her yellow Bug, and went into the community center.

      As expected, the regulars were there already, sitting in a small circle of chairs near a table set up at the front. She’d seen Noah and Tom walk in, and Gem and Priya almost always got there early. They occasionally had a couple of extra people, but the five of them made up the group’s core.

      “There she is,” Gem said, waving at Evvie as she walked to the table and poured herself a cup of tea. She grabbed a chocolate chip cookie and a napkin, then went to join the others. “I saved you a seat.” Gem patted the chair beside her.

      “Thanks.” Evvie sat down. “What’d I miss?” She put her tea on the floor and handed her cookie to Noah, then she took off her jacket, smoothed her blue tunic, and crossed her legging-clad legs.

      “We were just going through highs and lows,” Priya said, tucking a strand of long gray hair behind her ear. Her salwar kameez was gray today, with splashes of pink, turquoise, and white. “Tom just finished telling us about their new hot tub.”

      Noah nodded, his hand on Tom’s knee. “We were saying we should have everyone over for a hot tub party soon, before it gets too cold.”

      “If it gets cold,” Tom added. “Even if it does, what’s better than soaking in a hot tub while it snows?”

      “I don’t think my joints would like that anymore,” Priya said, scrunching her nose.

      “Mine either,” Evvie agreed around a mouthful of cookie.

      Gem, always the facilitator, turned to Priya. She had brought the group together, so it made sense for her to keep everything in order. “Priya, it’s your turn.  What’s your high and low for the past week?”

      Priya’s eyes twinkled. “My high is the date I went on last night. We went out for dinner and drinks, then we had some . . . intimate time at her place.”

      “Good for you,” Noah said. “So there will be another date?”

      “Not with her, no,” Priya replied, waving a hand. “That’s my low. It was fun, but I don’t see it happening again. There will be another date tomorrow night though, with someone else.”

      “Of course.” Noah rolled his eyes.

      Priya had been going on date after date lately, all because of Ember, a dating app designed specifically for seniors. “Anyway, enough about me.” Priya looked at Gem and then Evvie. “What about you two?”

      Evvie waved for Gem to go first since she was still finishing her cookie.

      Gem shrugged out of her jean jacket and hung it on the back of her chair. “My high was going to Granville Island with Margie yesterday.” Margie was Gem’s girlfriend who lived in Juniper Creek—the same town Evvie lived in. It was only forty-five minutes or so from Abbotsford, where they met for queer seniors’ night. Although Gem had been trying to get Margie to join their group, she hadn’t yet. “My low was waking up this morning with a terrible crick in my neck.”

      “I keep telling you to try acupuncture,” Priya said. “It works wonders.” Priya’s younger sister was a professional acupuncturist and had recently moved to Vancouver from Pakistan, so Priya was always trying to get them to use her services.

      “Only if you’re not terrified of needles,” Gem shot back.

      Priya shrugged.

      “What about you, Evvie?” Gem asked, turning to her.

      Evvie uncrossed her legs and recrossed them the opposite way. “My high and my low this week are so close, they’re almost married. For my high, I found one of my old romance manuscripts from when I was determined to be a writer. I typed it up, and the story isn’t terrible, honestly. It’s lacking in feeling and there’s no ending, but I think I can work with it.

      “It’s also a high because it gave me something to do, which brings me to my low: trying to settle into retired life. I’ve only been retired for a couple of weeks, but I feel like I’m floating around aimlessly. How do you all fill your time?”

      Everyone else in the room had been retired before their group came together.

      “We spend most of our time with each other, I think,” Tom said with a fond glance at Noah. Tom had been diagnosed with Alzheimer’s back in June, but he seemed to be having a good week, or at least a good day.

      Gem shrugged. “I spend much of my time with Margie.”

      “And you know what I do,” Priya said, waggling her eyebrows. “I date, I shop, I eat good food. I go out with friends. Never a dull moment.”

      Evvie chewed on the inside of her cheek. Her work at the animal clinic had filled her days—more than she had wanted it to—and when she wasn’t working, she volunteered for events in town, or she spent time with her best friend, Dylan. But since the fundraiser to save the library had finished, Dylan had been spending most of her days with Frankie, her photographer girlfriend who had officially moved to town earlier that month. Evvie’s other closest friends—Minnie and Eleanor—were another couple who spent most of their time together. Her friends still visited with her, of course, but their worlds had expanded to include their significant others. Evvie herself had no family to spend time with, and she didn’t want to be the third wheel, or the fifth, all the time.

      Under her breath, she said, “Everyone has someone except me.” Not to mention, her seventy-first birthday was coming up in December—on Christmas Day, no less, which was her favorite holiday. Although her friends likely wouldn’t leave her alone for it, it would be nice to have someone to cuddle with that day.

      “Well, that’s easily fixed.” Priya widened her eyes at Evvie meaningfully. “It’s not difficult to make an Ember profile.”

      Evvie’s heartbeat picked up. She hadn’t dated anyone since Simon had left her over forty years ago, and for good reason. Having your high school sweetheart cheat on you then tell you that you weren’t enough for him did things to you. It was enough to make her move from Alberta to BC, putting an entire mountain range between them. And then to watch her best friend discover her queerness and go through her own divorce . . . Well, Evvie didn’t have high hopes for herself when it came to love.

      But maybe it was time to change that. At the very least, going on a date would give her material to work with for her novel.

      “You know what,” she said, looking around at her friends. “Let’s do it. Let’s make me an Ember profile.”

      Noah straightened up. “Really? I thought this day would never come.” He looked wistfully at Tom.

      “You were hoping for this?” Gem asked, an eyebrow raised in his direction.

      “Not exactly,” Noah said.

      “He enjoys playing matchmaker for our friends,” Tom added. “And he’s always wanted to make a dating profile, but we haven’t had the opportunity, being happily monogamous.”

      “Well, now you have an opportunity,” Evvie said, shifting in her seat. The more she thought about this, the more excited she got. Priya seemed to have success with the app, and her other friends had found love in the past few months. Now it was her turn. Maybe she’d find someone to spend the holidays with so she wouldn’t have to crash any of her friends’ romantic plans. It was mid-November—she had plenty of time. “Let’s do this.”

      Over the next hour, the five of them worked together to set up Evvie’s dating profile. Gem grabbed a piece of paper so they could draft Evvie’s bio, Tom and Noah looked through her phone to find flattering photos of her, and Priya gave everyone tips for what worked well in the app. Once they had chosen a photo and Evvie was happy with the bio, Priya showed her how to make her profile.

      “You can make the font size bigger so you’ll actually be able to read everything. Oh, you can pick your sexuality too, if you want.” She showed Evvie a drop-down menu full of options. “It will help narrow down the people you can match with.”

      “Let me see,” Evvie said, taking her phone back. She scrolled through the options. “Good gravy! I don’t recognize most of these. There’s a whole alphabet of choices in here.” She scrolled back to the top and picked bisexual, which she felt comfortable with and understood. “Good enough.”

      “Perfect. Ready to go live?” Priya said, her finger hovering over the “done” button.

      Evvie nodded. Priya pressed the button, and Evvie let out a squeal. “Now what?”

      “Now you can wait for people to match with you, or you can browse through folks the app thinks you might fit well with.”

      “Can we browse?” Noah asked, practically bouncing in his seat. “I want to see what type of people use this thing.” Tom patted Noah’s shoulder as if to calm him down.

      Gem scoffed. “This is Evvie’s profile, remember, Noah?”

      “I don’t mind,” Evvie said, holding her phone out for him to see. “Let’s take a look.”

      They spent the next half hour browsing profiles, snorting at the ridiculousness of some people’s photos and biographies while admiring others. With her friends’ encouragement, Evvie clicked the thumbs-up button on a few profiles, sending a thrill through her. That tiny action didn’t mean much, but she didn’t know what she’d do if she got a match.

      Evvie left the community center in good spirits, and she gave everyone a hug before she got into her Bug. “Thank you, all!” she called to her friends as they went to their cars. “I’ll update you next week!”

      She was practically vibrating as she settled into her seat and turned on a podcast. As she headed out for the drive back to Juniper Creek, her thoughts about potentially dating again were so loud that she shouldn’t have bothered putting on a podcast at all—she didn’t hear a single word.
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          MATTHIAS

        

      

    

    
      The last thing Matthias Vogel expected to see as he went to get breakfast was a chicken wearing a diaper sitting at the kitchen table beside his sister. And yet there it was, and Loretta didn’t seem fazed at all as she sat there, sketching and sipping a cup of tea.

      “Um, good morning,” Matthias said, heading straight for the coffee machine. There wasn’t a time change between LA and the Fraser Valley, but he felt disoriented nonetheless. He’d been back here for less than twenty-four hours, and waking up in his childhood bedroom had thrown him for a bit of a loop. He was used to opening his eyes to his bunk on the tour bus or in his spacious room in LA, not in the creaky house he’d left when he turned twenty-one. He swore the mattress was the same one he’d left back then, and it did nothing to help his aching back. It hadn’t been comfortable when he was a teenager, and it wasn’t comfortable now when he was seventy-four. It was also low to the ground, which wasn’t great for his bad knee.

      “Good morning,” Etta replied brightly, glancing at him. She ran a hand down the chicken’s back, and the chicken leaned into her as if it enjoyed the attention. Well, at least Matthias knew the chicken was real and he wasn’t hallucinating.

      “Etta, why is there a chicken at the kitchen table?” he asked as the coffee began to percolate. He scratched an itchy spot on the back of his neck and hoped Etta wouldn’t notice.

      “The other girls were picking on Persephone, so I brought her in for a bit. She likes being in the house, anyway.”

      Matthias nodded slowly. “Right. That makes sense.” It didn’t make any sense, but who was he to judge? He knew nothing about chickens; his forte was playing the drums.

      At least Etta seemed to be doing well this morning. Sketching was a good sign, and she’d made herself tea. Her long still-dark hair was pulled up in a bun, and she was wrapped in a fluffy housecoat, wearing matching slippers. She didn’t seem as pale as she had the day before, either. Maybe his daughter Bea had been wrong about Etta’s mental health . . . but she wouldn’t have suggested Matthias come for an extended stay if she hadn’t been truly worried.

      “Have you eaten anything?” he asked.

      “No,” Etta replied. “I don’t usually eat breakfast.”

      “Hmm.” He grabbed a mug off the wooden rotating mug holder and filled it with steaming coffee, inhaling the nutty scent of it. “Since I’m home, why don’t I make pancakes?”

      Etta shrugged.

      “Come on. It’s not every day your older brother offers to make you breakfast. If you turn me down, I might never offer again.”

      She sighed. “Fine.”

      “Great.” He got to work, trying to ignore the chicken—Persephone—as he mixed the batter. He stole a glance at her, and she seemed to stare straight into his soul, causing him to slop pancake batter on his flannel pajama pants. He scowled and glared at the chicken as he wiped himself off.

      He adjusted his knee brace then opened the fridge to see if there was anything they could eat with the pancakes. He’d love bacon, but Etta was vegetarian, so there wouldn’t be any in the house. There were plenty of eggs, of course, and a small container of just-past-good blueberries, but the fridge was almost empty other than that. He’d need to make a grocery run soon.

      “Here we go,” he said twenty minutes later, putting a plate of pancakes in the center of the table. He’d found syrup and peanut butter in the cupboard, and he slathered his pancakes with them as Etta daintily took one pancake and ate it plain. He frowned.

      “Does Persephone want some?” he asked, eyeing the chicken again.

      Etta flicked her gaze to his. “Don’t be ridiculous. Chickens don’t eat pancakes. I only feed them fresh food scraps and organic chicken feed.”

      It was all he could do not to roll his eyes. “Of course. My bad.”

      “Are you alright?” his sister asked, her green eyes full of concern.

      “Yes,” he said around a mouthful of pancake. “Why wouldn’t I be?”

      “You’re scratching your neck and your arm.”

      He swallowed and avoided her look, taking a sip of coffee to wash down the peanut butter.

      “Do you have stress hives?” she asked. She reached to grab his arm, his skin clearly red from where he’d been scratching, but he pulled back.

      “What? No.” Damn her for being so observant. The whole point of him being here was to keep her company and make sure she was okay; the last thing she needed was to worry about him.

      “You do, don’t you?” She sat back in her chair. “What’s wrong? Is it moving home? I told Bea I was fine by myself. You didn’t need to come, you know.”

      He sighed. He’d been trying to avoid this topic because not talking about it meant he could procrastinate longer. But if he didn’t tell Etta the truth, she’d be even more worried. “It’s nothing to do with you. After our farewell tour, an agent for some publishing house approached Colin about putting together a book about the band.” Colin was the manager of Iridium Twilight, the band Matthias had been drumming with since his early thirties.

      “Oh?” Etta leaned forward with her elbows on the table, her pancake still mostly uneaten. Persephone looked at him with her head cocked to the side, and he got the eerie feeling she was genuinely listening to him. “Why is that stressing you out?”

      “Because Colin thought it would be a good idea for us to write our own histories of the band then have a ghostwriter go through everything and compile the full story, taking bits and pieces from each of us.”

      “That sounds like fun. I’m still not getting the stressed part of this.”

      “Etta, I don’t write. I barely graduated from high school, and I’m pretty sure I can read music better than words. Nick wrote all our lyrics. How the hell am I supposed to put together a coherent story of our band history?”

      Etta nodded, a crinkle appearing between her brows. “Well, how much time do you have? Maybe we can work through it together.”

      It warmed his heart that Etta would help, but he didn’t want to put that pressure on her. And once she found out the deadline . . . “I’m supposed to send it by January.”

      “That’s in less than two months.”

      “I know.”

      “Have you started working on it yet?”

      “. . . I’ve been thinking about it.”

      Etta pursed her lips and gave him that look—the one that mirrored their mother’s. Head tilted slightly, eyes widened, judgement practically shooting out of her pupils like laser beams. “Thinking isn’t the same as doing, Matthias.”

      He groaned and hung his head. “I know.”

      He felt the weight of her hand on his arm and raised his head.

      “You still have time,” she said. “We’ll figure it out, okay? Maybe you can use dictation or something.”

      “Okay.” As he looked at his sister—still his little sister no matter how old they both were—his throat tightened. For once, he wanted to help her, not the other way around. But in less than a day, he’d somehow gotten her to help him. So much for being a good older brother.

      “Finish your pancake,” he said sternly, breaking the moment. She scoffed, and Persephone echoed her with a distinctly condescending cluck.

      Too bad. If Etta was going to help him with his stupid band biography, he was at least going to make sure she ate properly.
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          EVVIE

        

      

    

    
      Evvie stood at the printer in the library and shifted from foot to foot. Her manuscript was taking forever to print.

      “You look like you have to pee.” Dylan smirked at her from the front desk, which was accented with a green and red garland, signaling the upcoming holidays.

      The library wasn’t open yet, so Dylan and Evvie were the only people there—one of the perks of having a librarian as a best friend. Evvie appreciated the privacy; she didn’t want anyone to know she was writing a book yet. Anyone other than Dylan, obviously.

      “So are you going to hole yourself up in your house to revise that thing?” Dylan asked, coming over to stand beside Evvie. She was wearing her typical uniform of a black-and-purple plaid shirt, blue jeans, and her scuffed black sneakers.

      “No,” Evvie said, frowning. “If I try to work at home, I’ll get distracted. I’m going to drive to one of the Abbotsford libraries and work there since the chances of seeing anyone I know are slim.”

      Dylan nudged her lightly. “I don’t get it. What’s the big deal about people knowing you’re writing a novel? No one’s going to care.”

      “Well, I care. You know what people in this town are like. They’ll ask what it’s about, and I’m not ready to talk about it. There’s something missing from the story, I know it. I need to figure it out before I start telling people. Otherwise, I’ll jinx the process.”

      Evvie didn’t need to look at Dylan to know skepticism would be written all over her face. Eleanor and Frankie would understand, but not Dylan. Or Minnie either, come to think of it. But Evvie trusted Dylan the most, so here they were.

      “You’ll jinx the process?” Dylan asked, her tone heavy with disbelief.

      “Yes.” Evvie bent down and peered into the printer as if examining the printing would speed it up.

      “O-kay.” Dylan broke up the word into two distinct syllables. “Well, good luck on your revisions.”

      “Thank you.” Evvie’s phone pinged, and she pulled it out to see a notification from Ember. She tried to suppress her smile—tried being the key word. Opening the app, she saw a message from Antonio about their date on Wednesday.

      A date! Evvie was going on a date!

      Dylan moved closer to her, her chin brushing Evvie’s shoulder as she leaned over to read the message. She shook her head. “I can’t believe you’re going on a date with someone you met on an app.”

      “Why? It’s how all the young people meet these days.”

      “Yes, but we’re not exactly young anymore, are we?”

      Evvie scoffed. “I feel as young as I ever have.”

      “Lucky you. I wish my knees felt that way. Anyway, I need to open the door.”

      “It’s nine o’clock already?” Evvie stared at the printer again, willing it to print faster. The manuscript looked almost finished, and she needed to get out of there before library patrons started showing up.

      Finally, what seemed like an agonizingly long time later, the printer spat out the last page of her incomplete story. She scooped up the papers and gently tapped them against the table until they were neatly aligned. Then she tucked them into her winter jacket, keeping them pressed snugly against her chest, and headed for the front doors with a wave to Dylan. The snowflake decals on the glass sparkled as the doors slid open to let her out.

      Once in her Bug, she set the stack on the passenger seat and smiled at it. She had written that manuscript. Every single page was filled with her writing, and it was surreal. Now to get it to a place where she could be happy showing it to someone.

      She drove down Main Street on her way out of town and pulled into a parking spot in front of Dawood Bakery. In her excitement to print her manuscript, she’d forgotten to make herself coffee that morning. She’d get a headache if she didn’t get some caffeine in her system before noon.

      She had every intention of leaving her manuscript in the car, but it was her baby. She couldn’t leave it in there alone, sitting on the seat in plain sight, waiting for someone to steal it. Once again, she scooped it up and held it against her chest beneath her coat, pressing one arm across her body to keep the story safe. Dylan would have toppled over with laughter if she could see what Evvie was doing, but Evvie didn’t care.

      There were three customers in line before her and one sitting at a table inside. Aaliyah was taking orders and bagging baked goods while Kamran, her husband, made drinks and rang people through. Evvie patiently waited her turn, admiring the small gold stockings and stars the owners had strung along the display case. She ordered a peppermint mocha and a muffin to go, wishing she had time to sit down and enjoy a bowl of Aaliyah’s kheer. The Indian rice pudding dish had become a favorite of hers during fall and winter. Maybe she’d save that as her reward for when she finished her manuscript.

      “Are you alright?” Aaliyah asked, glancing at Evvie’s arm pressed across her ribs, holding her story in place.

      “Oh yes, I’m perfectly fine.”

      When Evvie didn’t elaborate, Aaliyah shrugged and got her muffin.

      Keeping her manuscript safe—and hidden—was more difficult than Evvie had anticipated. She managed to hold her purse with the crossed arm and work her credit card out of her wallet, tapping it to pay. Putting the lid on her steaming hot coffee was another matter, though. Kamran saw her struggling and helped without a word.

      “Thank you,” Evvie said, beaming at him.

      She turned around to leave, taking one step before—“Oof!”

      She walked straight into someone coming toward the counter, her face colliding with their chest. Her coffee got smooshed between them and the lid popped off, sending hot peppermint mocha all down her coat.

      But her manuscript . . . her manuscript!

      As she stepped back in shock, the papers slid out from beneath her arm and the safety of her coat, the unclipped pages spreading across the floor like a paper tsunami. To her horror, the person she collided with had dropped their drink as well, and her pristine story pages were soaking up the liquid, slowly turning to mush before her eyes.

      “Oh!” She covered her mouth.

      “Shit, I am so sorry,” the person said with a gravelly gasp.

      Evvie blinked and looked up to see a tall man who appeared to be about her age, his sweater and jeans splashed with coffee. He leaned on a glossy red cane, the bottom of it now in a brown puddle. A trim silver beard framed his face, slightly darker around his mouth, and he had a matching mustache. His short hair was also silver around the temples but darker on top. Something about him looked familiar, but she couldn’t quite place what it was.

      “Are you alright?” he asked, his forehead wrinkled. Small creases fanned from his brown eyes. His voice was low and slightly gruff, and in any other circumstance, Evvie would have swooned. But not in this one.

      It took Evvie a moment to absorb what he had asked. “I’m . . . I’m fine.” Her manuscript, on the other hand, was not. She shoved the bag with her muffin into her coat pocket and crouched down, trying to gather the pages that were still dry. The wet ones were a lost cause.

      “Let me help,” the man said.

      “No, it’s alright,” Evvie said, waving him off, but he was already there with a roll of paper towel that he must have grabbed from the counter. He tore sheets off and pressed them onto the soaking papers as if he could salvage them. He was clearly struggling to bend over, wincing as he moved.

      Tears built at the back of Evvie’s throat, but she ignored them. Her story wasn’t gone; she could easily print it out again. She just needed to get these papers together before⁠—

      “Are you writing a novel?” the man asked, clearly reading a page he had picked up from the floor. “This is pretty good.”

      “That”—Evvie snatched the page from his hand—“is none of your business.” The tears were gone now, replaced with her heart, which had leaped into her throat in a panic.

      “You’re right, I’m sorry. I haven’t even introduced myself. I’m Matthias.” He dropped the soaked papers and held out a hand as if they hadn’t just collided, spilled coffee on each other, and soaked Evvie’s manuscript into oblivion.

      Automatically, Evvie reached to complete the handshake, but her fingers were sticky, and she’d left wet fingerprints on the pages she’d gathered. She shook his hand anyway. “Evvie,” she said.

      “Evvie, let me clean this up and get you another coffee. I wasn’t looking where I was going. I’m so sorry.”

      Her instinct was to say no, she was fine, but her plans for the day had just gone out the window, so she collapsed into a chair instead and cleaned herself up with the paper towel.

      Matthias used his cane and his foot to push paper towels around and soak up the remaining coffee, and Aaliyah came over to help gather the manuscript pages.

      “Do you want . . . these are a bit . . .” She held the stack of dirty pages out toward Evvie, who shook her head.

      “They’re trash now.” The words almost hurt to say, but there wasn’t anything she could do about it. “I’ll print new ones later.”

      Aaliyah gave her a sad smile and put the papers in the garbage.

      Matthias looked like a puppy who’d been caught eating a roll of toilet paper. Evvie’s anger at the situation evaporated as she looked at him, and she sat back in her chair, resigned.

      “Here.” Kamran came over with two fresh cups of coffee. “On the house,” he said. Matthias protested and insisted on paying, but Kamran held up his hands. “Accidents happen. It’s not a problem.”

      He went to grab a mop as Matthias sat in the chair across from Evvie and reached for one of the cups with a sigh. “Well, that’s one way to start the day.”

      Evvie raised her eyebrows and grabbed the other cup. “You can say that again.”

      “I really am sorry,” Matthias said. The coffee on his sweater had turned the burnt-orange fabric into a darker almost-red. Evvie had taken her jacket off and draped it over the back of the chair to dry.

      “You didn’t do it on purpose,” Evvie said, waving him off. “I hope, anyway.”

      He laughed, and the sound made her feel better. Happy, almost. “If I did, I’d let you spill another coffee on me, no questions asked.”

      The corners of her lips ticked up slightly. “That would be a waste of coffee.”

      His grin echoed hers for a moment then fell. “Was it . . . what were the pages?”

      Evvie licked her lips. What could she tell him? That she was a teacher, and the papers were stories her students had written? Or maybe that she was an editor and she still preferred to edit by hand? No, she couldn’t lie. She despised lying. On the bright side, she had never seen this man before and likely would never see him again, so the truth probably wouldn’t hurt.

      “You were right. I am writing a novel.” There, she said it.

      “A romance novel, right?” Her confusion must have been evident on her face because he continued, “The page I
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