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Chapter One

 

Aubrey pockets her phone on her way up the steps to her old high school. She halts, for a second, at the bulky wooden doors that mark the entrance. It’s hard to rush past this sight without a linger, like when someone pulls out an album of your baby pictures. 

She pointedly ignores the text that came in a minute earlier. She’ll make her choice later—for now, all she can muster is the strength to walk into this room of people she chose to assume she’d never see again.

She hates that she came, that she wouldn’t allow herself to miss this. She inhales again. Boisterous cries erupt from the parking lot behind her as women slam their car doors and greet each other excitedly. Aubrey’s phone buzzes again in the depth of her coat. Another paragraph, probably, with arguments increasingly hard to refute.

She turns to grab the door’s intricate cast iron handle and heaves it with a grunt. When she was a teenager, it always sat open except in the harsher days of winter. Then she’d go in through another entrance, the one in the back through the yard.

The world shifts and transforms in Redfern’s entrance hall. The air is dry and heavy with the scent of cedar, the light warm and very still, as if time moves a little slower in its glow. The hall is smaller than Aubrey remembers, but most things are, at the height of grown-up eyes. It might be the sea of people flooding the space, too, clutching champagne flutes they take dry little sips out of, resting delicate hands on each other’s arms in polite greeting.

“So the rain’s got worse, then,” someone says to Aubrey’s left, and when she turns the scarce air settles. The familiar smile that managed to convince her to leave the house greets her now—deep burgundy lipstick framing perfect, blinding white teeth.

Aubrey says, “I can’t see what you mean.” Her hair sticks to her temples.

“As promised.” Maggie, ever so sweet and drawn to whichever drink is closest, holds out a much too full glass of fizzy bubbles and hardly waits for Aubrey to take it before she points to an open classroom to their left. “Leave your coat in there, then join the rest of us, yeah?”

“Yeah,” Aubrey echoes. She knows it isn’t very convincing. But the rest of us is like biting into a lemon. Her smile lingers for a moment, though with an air of irony now, the kind that would make her mother tut in quiet complaint. 

Maggie, incapable of standing still, vanishes in the hubbub of the crowd. She’s so very pretty, as always. At the last second, Aubrey recognizes the swoop of her best friend’s old prom dress. It’s a deep shade of red now, the colour a little dull from cheap dye, and the hemline has been altered to be shorter and less formal. Still, it bears an air of memory. Aubrey could never have worn hers, even though she’d promised her mother she’d repurpose it after prom. She shudders now at the thought of dragging the poofy, deep magenta gown out of her closet.

Three figures emerge behind Aubrey then, squealing as they shake off extra water from their umbrellas. Aubrey steps over to the improvised cloakroom. She used to eat lunch on her own here when everywhere else felt too crowded. How little things have changed.

The awful sets of combination desk and chair, which Aubrey had managed until now to wipe from her memory, are now piled high with rain jackets and dripping umbrellas. Her trench joins the mix. Then she gulps down half of her drink and stuffs her phone in the bag hanging low off her shoulder. When the screen lights up for a second, she pretends not to see the two unread messages begging for her attention.

“Oh, my god,” a high-pitched woman calls from behind her. Aubrey’s just turning on her heels when she hears, “Rose?”

Three pairs of wide doe eyes stare at her, quickly shifting to disappointment when they realize she is not, in fact, Rose.

“Afraid not,” Aubrey offers, hesitant between apologetic and pitifully sarcastic.

“Oh. Hey,” the woman on the left says tentatively. “Aubrey, yeah?”

“That’ll be it.” Her smile is so stiff she wonders if it’s permanently altering the configuration of her features. She raises her glass in their direction as a sort of salute and says, “See you out there, ladies,” slipping past them with the polite nod she knows must be customary when encountering acquaintances for the first time in a decade. It sounds so oddly formal. As if they hadn’t gone through the atrocities of puberty together, shared adjacent bathroom stalls through their first periods and heartbreaks and pretended not to hear any of it, between classes they remember nothing of anymore.

Chatter drowns Aubrey’s senses when she re-emerges in the hall. A makeshift bar lines the left wall, behind which a visibly sweaty bartender drowns in blue raffle tickets. On the opposite end of the hall, a sign invites guests to take pictures and share them on social media with the tag #RedfernHighReunion. 

“Sorry, ’scuse me,” Aubrey weaves her way through dark blazers and tightly tailored dresses. The voices in her ears ring familiar, changed a little by the years but not enough. 

She’s hesitant to study the faces around her. Part of her itches to recognize them; the other hopes they all turn out to be strangers, invited by Maggie to fill the room and guarantee the night’s success. It’s the sort of thing Maggie would do. She once invited her much younger sister’s friend group to her birthday party so it seemed like a bigger hit in photos. Maggie was turning twenty-two. Her sister was sixteen.

“Aubrey!” Maggie chirps from a short distance ahead, her long, fire-truck red nails waving high over her head. Aubrey softens. Maybe she does know how to smile after all.

“Quite a turnout,” she offers, raising her flute in the air in congratulations.

“Well, you saw the event page! More people should be on the way still.”

“Good, yeah.” The fewer people there are, the better Aubrey fares. She doesn’t feel like reminding Maggie. “Great job with everything.”

Maggie leans in and says flatly, “It’s been a nightmare.”

Aubrey laughs against the edge of her glass. “You tried to gather two hundred people who haven’t seen each other in ten years in one place at the same time. I’d have been shocked if it did go well.”

“Mm. That’s not the worst of it.”

“Oh, isn’t it?” 

Maggie takes a dramatic pause, breath held in and chin rising just a hair as she prepares for a very grave revelation. Then she says, slowly for impact, “Victor’s here.”

Usually, Aubrey would say, at his own high school reunion, really? but tonight it’s the wrong tone. Maggie is practically vibrating with nerves, and the glass she was previously drinking from has been empty so long it’s gone dry. So Aubrey offers, “Well that’s rancid.”

“Mm. No fuss about it, really. It’s been years. It’s just, well, I thought maybe he wouldn’t show up. Since I put the whole thing together and all.”

“Right. Maybe he thinks enough time’s passed by now. I mean, it’s been a while.”

On the walls around them, stately portraits of past principals and vice-principals watch on with a judging eye. Aubrey ignores them pointedly. To Maggie, she offers, “Who’s told you he’s here? Maybe you won’t even run into him.”

“Oh, I already have. He obviously looks incredible. Like he hasn’t had a carb in years.”

“Why are you surprised? Weren’t you checking his feed the past few years? Mags.” Aubrey tuts. “It’s like I don’t know you anymore.”

Maggie winces. “Ah, no, remember one of my exes made me block him everywhere? And then I figured it was one of those healthy habits I might as well keep up with. Like a gym membership, sticking with white wine.” She waves about her empty glass. “Do you need a refill at all?”

“I’ll come with.” 

There’s no way Aubrey is leaving Maggie’s side. The risk of standing there on her own and meeting the inquisitive eye of people who weren’t too interested in talking to her ten years earlier makes her sweat in places she didn’t dare slather on deodorant. The dark silk of her dress sticks to her where it’s meant to hang loose. Her hair is up in a bun that she tried too hard to make look effortless. Crowds get her much too flustered for her hair to even graze the nape of her neck. 

She makes herself small in Maggie’s shadow, trailing along with her eyes on the floor. Though she insists, quietly to herself, that she doesn’t care, she clings on with curiosity to the bits of conversations that reach her ears—talk of new jobs, heinous bosses, how nice it is to get out of the house, isn’t it, away from the kids for a bit, and how much are you charging for your babysitter, by the way? Someone is showing off a new ring, followed by gasps and congratulations, questions about the lucky fiancé, how it’s too bad he couldn’t make it tonight.

Maggie rolls her eyes at Aubrey. “Everyone’s been on my case for not allowing plus ones,” she says, an explanation to a question Aubrey didn’t even think to ask.

She clicks her tongue in disapproval. “Ignore them. No one else bothered putting this thing together in the first place.”

“Right.” 

They stop at the bar and Maggie sets her empty glass on the counter with a commanding jut of her chin. Bubbles fizzle and sparkle a nearly amber shade in the dim light. The truth is, Aubrey is glad they weren’t allowed a plus one. She much prefers it to the thought of standing by herself in a sea of tired new parents and fiancés and couples with hands on each other’s lower backs, asking her how come she didn’t bring anyone, and how things have been, and isn’t it so funny how this is a little like prom after all?

She knocks back the rest of her drink and sets it down where Maggie’s glass sat a second before. Bubbles appear like magic. Aubrey flashes a smile she hopes comes off as empathetic to the bartender, who doesn’t meet her eye.

Maggie says, “You’re drinking on me tonight,” and pulls out a comically large coil of blue tickets, sliding two of them across the bar.

All Aubrey finds to say in return is, “Okay.” She takes a sip, heavy and sharp on her tongue. Fizzy alcohol tastes more or less the same to her, but she decides she likes this one. She wonders if the people around her would agree, people who not so long ago couldn’t care less how the booze they drank tasted so long as it got them wasted. Someone calls for Maggie, whose eyes double in size. 

It’s too quick for Aubrey to decide whether Maggie’s reaction is good or bad. “Who is it?” she asks through closed teeth, but the answer comes as a squeal, high and crisp above the chatter.

“You bitch!”

Promising enough. Aubrey risks turning around.

A sea of auburn hair engulfs the both of them along with the powdery, floral smell of hairspray. “Oh, my god, hi! You’re here!” Gold hoops and a wide smile, long arms that hold them in for a three-way hug. “I wasn’t sure you were coming!”

“Maggie talked me into it,” Aubrey says pitifully. The hug lasts half a second too long and then they part. It’s almost painful how good Ivory looks. Aubrey jokes, “I’m starting to wonder why I even bothered showing up.”

“Oh, stop!” Ivory’s nickname was Vivian for a long time when they were in school together. Mostly because of her resemblance to Pretty Woman’s leading lady, and also because the boys in their class loved how angry their teachers got at the reference, at their insolence to compare a teenage girl to such a character. But Ivory loved it. She’d dressed up in different Julia Roberts looks for Halloween for as long as Aubrey could remember. “You’re stunning!”

Ivory motions at Aubrey as though she’s really something to behold, eyebrows too high on her forehead, mouth agape. Then she clasps her hands together and says matter-of-factly, “It should be illegal we haven’t seen each other in so long.” It’s the sort of thing they say now, as adult women.

“I know, yeah!” The words sound so dreadfully rehearsed. Ivory’s hand moves to Aubrey’s arm and gives a long squeeze

“Must be a bit weird being back here,” Ivory says, almost too quietly in the crowd.

Aubrey decides she doesn’t know what that means. She insists on smiling. “Must be weird for everyone.” 

Ivory nods. Her gaze travels to the faces around them. “No, I know,” she says, “but I mean, you know. With people being so awful to you.” Next to Aubrey, Maggie is focused on anything but the two of them.

Ivory’s always been like this, a bit grave, heavy-handed with the cryptic statements, as if she’s trying to get you to admit something she knows you won’t admit to yourself. It used to have more of an effect on Aubrey, but she’s older now. She’s had too much time on her own to think things over, to ask herself questions she used to dread hearing from other people.

“We were kids,” Aubrey says, and she relaxes in the comfort of these words. She’s mulled this over a lot in the last few years. She’s learned to remove her present self from the guilt of things she handled differently, maybe poorly, when she was younger. So long as she doesn’t think about it too long. “You think I’m the only one walking around here tonight with shitty memories?”

“Ah, no, I know you’re right.” It’s hard not to like Ivory, not to warm to the softness of her smile and the hold of her gaze. It’s back on Aubrey now, heavy like it’s searching for something. “I just wanted to make sure you’re good.”

“You’re sweet. It’s Maggie you should worry about. She’s already run into Victor.”

Ivory’s “No” comes out as a gasp.

“Still insultingly fit and everything, so I hear.”

At the mention of Victor’s name, Maggie’s attention snaps back to them. “What’s that?”

“How’ve you been, hon?” Ivory asks, moving her perfectly manicured nails from Aubrey to Maggie.

“Oh, you know. Grand.” Maggie’s voice cracks on the last syllable—it’s clear and impossible to miss, even through the noise. The music starts then, a slow, classical string melody that rises above the crowd and unfolds across the room from speakers hidden in the ceiling. “Ah, good. They’ve figured that out.” Maggie smiles, but the crack is still there.

“Oh, love. Alright, come on.” Ivory grabs Maggie’s wrist to pull her away from the crowd and further down the hall. To their left, they find a door like the improvised cloakroom’s, but closed and much more imposing—dark wood and a freshly polished brass knob, which Ivory is quick to wiggle and nudge open.

“Wait,” Maggie argues, “I can’t go in there, there’s the speech coming—”  

Ivory scoffs. “No one’s drunk enough for that yet.”  

Aubrey stifles a laugh against the back of her hand. The room is eerily quiet, though the commotion of the evening still filters in. Moonlight floods the space through towering windows. The desks are still lined in perfect rows, like they’ve hardly moved over the past decade. 

“Was this room always this big?” Aubrey asks no one in particular. The ceiling is high. The wall to her right is still lined with a green chalkboard taking up the full width of the room. There are posters on the walls of grammar rules and landscapes, shelves filled with textbooks, and a cupboard in the left corner of the room that Aubrey remembers but has never seen open.  

“What’s going on, Mags?” Ivory is asking now, kneeling by Maggie’s side as she strokes her hair softly. Ivory’s voice is gentle and poised, different from when they were kids, when she would gasp and press Maggie for details in an impatient, nasal tone. She’s grown. She told them a few years back that her parents paid for her to go to therapy.

Aubrey knew their relationship as a trio had evolved when they’d stumbled into their twenties. Once held together by similar taste in music, identical class schedules, and malleable identities, they’d branched off in the way teenage friendship often does, a Venn diagram of sorts with Maggie in the centre. Watching the two of them like this, Aubrey wonders how much time they’ve been spending together lately, how often they’ve been hanging out. She and Maggie never talk about Ivory together, which feels strange now. 

“And work has just been insane, you know,” Maggie is saying now, her eyes raised to the ceiling, head tilted back to keep tears from flowing down her perfectly powdered face. “And my mom’s been trying to match me up with her new trainer, and he’s gorgeous, I mean, ridiculous, but he’s messaged me a few times and then nothing.” 

In the background, voices grow closer until three heads poke through the door.  

“Oh, my god, what’s going on in here?” Rachel Toro wiggles her way past Julie Cross and Marianne Henry, who’ve all hardly changed since Aubrey last saw them carefully adjusting their gowns and caps for a picture at graduation. “Aubrey, hey,” one of them offers as they gather on the desks surrounding Maggie. 

Aubrey smiles, quiet, in return. It’s always been a bit like this. She’s never been one to talk much unless absolutely necessary, and in school there always seemed to be people around to fill in the silence anyway. Things don’t feel too different now. Maybe a decade was too short a wait for a reunion—it feels like she saw all these people just yesterday, like there isn’t much she could tell them about herself now that they wouldn’t already know. It’s probably different for them.

“You’re kidding!” Marianne gasps at something Maggie just said. They sit in a semicircle around her, like moths drawn to an entertaining, spluttering flame. It brings a smile to Aubrey’s lips, just for a second, though she can’t quite decide if it’s happy or sad, or maybe something else. She feels for her phone in her bag and pulls it out to read the notifications still waiting on the screen. 

Just let me know by tomorrow morning at the latest, Louise’s oldest message reads. Then, timestamped a couple minutes later, This would do you some good. 

A strong argument. Most things that aren’t spending another six months in her apartment, waiting for life to somehow take a miraculously fun turn, would probably do Aubrey some good. It’s summer already. Half of the year has gone and she’s in the same spot she was when Louise made her offer six months earlier. A fine spot. A spot where she hangs out with Maggie and no one else, a spot where she struggles to get enough hours selling scented candles to squinting, grimacing women who request coffee grounds to cleanse the fragrance from their noses, a spot where she rewatches the same few series on a loop and tries to make time to read but not really, a spot where she stares at dating profiles on her phone and fails to muster the strength to start another tepid conversation with a stranger. A spot she knows other people must be in, yet when she glances around, it seems everyone else is moving just a little faster, with just a little more grace. At least when they take a step back it’s because they’ve dared to move forward. Aubrey is just standing still.

“Honestly, I’m so embarrassed I ever let this man see me naked,” Julie is saying, watching the other girls’ reactions a little too closely. A concert of “Oh, my god, don’t!” quickly follows. Julie squeals, “I know, I know! But the post-relationship clarity is so shit, you guys. I mean he shaved his toes, for fuck’s sake. And I called his mom to get him to talk to me!” 

Aubrey only realizes she’s still staring at the locked screen of her phone when Maggie calls her name and shoots her an inquisitive look, the kind that quietly begs her to join in on the girl chat. She’d used it a lot when they’d shared a room in college, back when Maggie insisted on dragging Aubrey along to parties with other journalism majors, where they’d discuss the woes of college dating at length, and someone, at some inevitable point, would beg Aubrey to please take a picture of all the other girls together in a carefully orchestrated candid shot. 

“It’s pointless beating yourself up over it, honestly,” Ivory says as Aubrey makes her way over to sit closer to the girls. She drops her phone face down on her lap. Ivory adds, “We’ve all done much worse,” and they all nod along. 

Everyone but Aubrey. 

They shouldn’t notice, really. Except they make a very serious sort of eye contact as they nod, like when you knock your glasses together in a toast and stare at everyone for good luck, and Marianne’s gaze falls on Aubrey. “Right, Aubrey?” 

She blinks. “Sorry?” 

“You okay?” 

“Oh, yes. I just, well. I’m sorry for you, Julie.” She turns to Julie, watching her carefully rearrange the strands of blonde hair hanging loose from her updo. “That sounds like it would suck.” 

“Come on, no it doesn’t,” Rachel cuts in, with a wave of her hand that feels personal to Aubrey, even from the opposite end of the circle. “We’ve all been there, it’s fine. Part of the game, I think. You haven’t really dated until you’ve regretted letting a man with an awful haircut suck on your nipples, yeah?” 

And then, out of nowhere, Maggie says, “Oh, Aubrey hasn’t really been dating at all, actually,” like it’s no big deal because to her it’s grown into a funny, passing anecdote. But Aubrey has come to learn that to other people it isn’t, and she notices in the girls’ demeanour the familiar tilt of the head, the small frown, the puzzled purse of the lips. The uh before one of them, she’s not sure who, echoes, “At all?” 

“No, I mean, I’ve been on dates,” Aubrey clarifies, because it’s what she does, tries to defend this thing about herself that feels much bigger to the world than it does to her. “First dates and such. I just haven’t really committed to the whole thing yet, I guess.” She tries to say it in an amusing way but it doesn’t land the way she hopes. She smiles and thinks of Louise then, of the messages on her phone. She adds, “It’s no big deal, really.” The room has grown hot.

Rachel says, “Yeah, sure,” and then there’s a pause, too long and too quiet, and then she adds, “I mean, not even just casual fucking? Messing around even though you know it won’t lead anywhere? Or saying you’re not committing to any labels, but really, you’ve met each other’s parents?” 

“I just haven’t got around to it,” Aubrey says. It feels like a lie. She’s not sure what the truth would be. 

“Wow.” Rachel sits back, stunned. “I mean, good for you.” Everyone else nods again, with the same eye contact. Marianne and Ivory say, “Yeah, really, good for you,” and Aubrey knows they don’t really mean it. 

“Actually, Aubrey’s got some really great things coming up,” Maggie says then, catching everyone off-guard, including Aubrey. “A big career change, exciting stuff.” She sounds so confident that Aubrey can’t even bring herself to point out that that’s not exactly true.

She opens her mouth to say something but nothing comes out. The girls don’t ask for more details, which is a relief and also a little insulting, when she really thinks about it. Maggie is watching her with wide eyes and an expectant smile.

Suddenly, from beyond the classroom door left ajar, some guy shouts, “Oh, hey, something’s going on in there!” and people rush in, buzzing with the thrill of taking over a space they’re not meant to, gasping and pointing at the old desks and shouting, “That used to be my seat!” and “Write something on the board!” The growing crowd fizzes with the intoxicating high of nostalgia. 

Aubrey hops off the desk to slip away and back into the now quieter hall, where a few people stand chatting in pairs. She spots Victor among them, nearly unchanged but decidedly a grown man now. She thinks of Maggie, of the picture of the two of them at prom she still had framed when they were in college.  

Just like that, there’s no more looking forward to the reunion, arguing with Maggie over whether or not to go, wondering who she might see there, what people might think of her. She’s here now, and nobody really cares, at least not nearly enough for any of it to matter. Just enough to make her feel a little badly about herself, no matter how hard she tries not to. Enough to make her notice how different she feels still, even a decade later. She wonders when that’ll stop. Whether she’ll ever sit among these girls and share stories they’ll relate to. Regrets they’ll bond over. Sometimes she thinks mistakes would be better than this nothingness of having yet to experience anything at all at nearly twenty-eight. 

She doesn’t always feel this way—feelings are seldom linear. It’s just a little harder to play the role of the confident, independent woman on nights like these. On a lot of other nights, too. It might be easier if she’d decided this was a choice, something she did on purpose and could explain and justify without much care for other people’s opinions. She’s almost there. It’s a work in progress.

Her mother would argue that maybe if Aubrey stopped rejecting men after one or two dates, she might actually get somewhere. Maybe Aubrey is to blame. She tries not to think about it too much, and she fails often.

She’s going to think about it tonight, and tomorrow too, probably. The reunion is already morphing into a memory. She doesn’t have anything planned in her calendar that hasn’t been there for years—birthdays and holidays and maybe a reminder that says FIND ANOTHER JOB in a bright red font. It pops up weekly on Monday mornings and she often sees it on her way to work. She’d set it up five months earlier, in January, shortly after speaking with Louise.

Heading further down the hall, past the wide mahogany staircase and the administration office, Aubrey pulls up her conversation with her aunt. On the wall across from her, rain knocks relentlessly against a tall, narrow window, fragmenting the moonlight into specks of silver. Aubrey thinks of tomorrow, of Ivory and Maggie. It sucks to realize there’s no real excuse to say no to Louise. Nothing keeping her anchored here, not really. In a not quite small town, not quite big city, an in-between of 90’s neighbourhoods, short but crammed highways, and a comforting but stifling surrounding of mountains. Maybe the sea air would help. Maybe starting over with people who have no idea who she is might hold off a full-blown meltdown for a few months still. 

She holds her breath when she presses send. Her message is short. She regrets not adding an exclamation mark at the end to seem a little more enthusiastic. 

But Louise’s answer comes in almost immediately.


 

Chapter Two

 

Six months earlier 

 

It’s an unusually snowy Christmas. The world beyond the windows of Aubrey’s childhood home is a blur of snowflakes falling relentlessly in a perfect diagonal. Snowbanks rise so high they nearly swallow up the neighbours. A line of cars is parked down the length of the street. The air is a warm hue, turned orange by the glow of the streetlights.  

“So, Aubrey, when are you bringing someone along to one of these things, huh?” Her uncle Jeffrey winks at her from the couch. He rubs his hands together very fast. “About time we get some new blood around here!” 

Laughter rings out from Aubrey’s dad, brother, and cousins as they toss away torn wrapping paper and gather shiny bows. The Christmas tree sparkles different colours in a rhythmic loop in the corner of the room. By the window, Aubrey smiles down at the crispy leaves she’s been carefully picking off the Ficus for the past ten minutes, a glass of red wine in hand. “I think you’d like that too much.” 

It’s a kind of game now. How often can they ask her this question, how long can it go on before it stops being funny. Aubrey seldom wins. The one time she fell into their trap and tried to voice her annoyance a couple years earlier, it sparked an intoxicated debate on her “snowflake generation” and how “no one can joke about anything anymore.” She learned quickly it’s easier to humour them.

It’s fine. She finds it easier the older she gets. She’s more mature now, less prone to bouts of teenage anger. The jokes take on a more concerned air, but she grows a thicker skin. At least that’s what she tells herself, her lips tinted a deep shade of purple as she takes another sip of wine. 

“What about you, Jeff?” a voice calls from the other end of the room. “When are you dragging your next victim over so we can warn her off?” 

Louise’s head pokes through the archway connecting the living room to the kitchen. Her smile is devious enough to suggest she actually means it. Jeffrey huffs and leans over to tuck away the unwrapped presents at his feet. 

Louise has always fascinated Aubrey. There’s an almost juvenile quality to someone perceived by the world as still searching for a safe place to root, someone still navigating waters without a partner or a family or conventional home—if only one that fits a scenario people have elected as normal, acceptable. In watching her aunt over the years, Aubrey has noticed how Louise seems younger than the people around her, not just in the way she looks but in the way she smiles, and laughs, and generally exists in a space. 

Maybe Aubrey would notice it in herself, too. She can’t really tell. In the mirror she always looks the same. She’s wondered often what she looks like through another’s eyes. Who she reminds people of, the thoughts she elicits.

With a silly grimace at her six-year-old niece, Aubrey zigzags her way through the mess and enters the kitchen, where her aunt and her mother are busy piping green icing onto a red velvet cake.  

“Ignore him,” Louise says without looking up. 

“I usually do.” 

Aubrey’s mother, Marie, rests a hand on her sister’s shoulder and says, “Louise was just telling me all about an inn she’ll be opening up in Lunenburg this summer. Isn’t that exciting?” 

There’s a hint of sarcasm there that Louise brushes off with a smile. She likes it when the conversation falls back on her. “I’ll show you pictures of the house if you’d like. It’s been a decade in the making, getting my hands on this beauty. A real piece of work, but the charm, ugh. Off the charts. Kind of like us, huh?” 

Louise is a tall, stunning woman, drawn in curves and strong features and dark hair she doesn’t even pretend to have control over. It sits high on her head, with long, wispy tendrils grazing her cheeks when she moves. Aubrey looks more like her than she does her mom. 

Marie is shorter, more delicate. Her hair is dyed blonde and cut in a short bob. One would hardly guess they’re sisters. They contrast in the way they dress—Marie in cluttered patterns, Louise in plain, deep earth tones—and in most of the decisions they make. It’s almost comical, like watching two characters designed to piss off the other. But the way they speak, the fluctuation in their tone, is identical, copy-pasted from Aubrey’s grandfather.

“I’m sure it’s stunning,” Aubrey says. Though she’s never been, she’s seen tons of photos of Lunenburg since her aunt moved to the colourful Nova Scotia coastal town nearly twenty years earlier. She was younger than Aubrey is now when she left. Her world there has always seemed like a surreal faraway land, where things seem a little too neat and saturated to be real.  

Louise leans over the cake and sets a plastic set of reindeer figurines in its centre. “What do you have planned these next few months?” she asks the cake, and what a terrible question that is. 

“The usual,” Aubrey offers through a tightly pinched smile. She hopes it’ll be enough. It rarely is. 

“Oh, you must have things coming up. Job stuff, spring in the city, that sort of thing.” She says it like a fact, not a question. At least Louise never brings up men.  

“I’m sure, yeah. I’ve got a couple interviews lined up the week after the holidays.” Aubrey pauses as she fails to think of anything else she might have coming up before the summer. Defeated, she adds, “School reunion’s coming early June. Maggie’s putting it together.” 

Marie’s eyes raise to the ceiling then. “Oh, god. Don’t remind me it’s been ten years already.” 

“I’ll try a little harder.” 

Louise snorts out a laugh and Aubrey smiles. It’s always been like this with her aunt—they’re more in sync than Aubrey’s ever been with her mother, even though Louise lives hours away and hardly manages to come in for the holidays. They send each other long emails at least once a month about how things are going, what sorts of comments about singlehood they’ve heard lately. Aubrey loves sitting down to write them, sharpening skills she grew fond of after one particularly inspiring college creative writing class. She may not talk that much, but in writing, she has a hard time shutting up.

 “Cake!” Marie announces as she heads off to the dining room, leaving Aubrey alone with her aunt.  

“Good luck with the inn,” Aubrey offers quietly. She’s always found Louise intimidating in the way wise older women can be—untouchable, effortless, impossibly cool. In their shared isolation from romantic relationships, Aubrey finds the confidence she struggles to muster for herself. 

Louise eyes her up and down a little too intently. “You know, I could use a hand.” 

Aubrey hums. “Oh, yeah?” She’s unsure what else to say, where this is heading.

“What sort of jobs are you interviewing for?” 

“Ah, mostly glamorized listings for receptionist positions. Office manager, administrative assistant, that sort of thing.” 

“Why haven’t you found something as a translator?” 

“I’m not a translator.” 

“Right, sorry.” Louise sucks her teeth. “It’s classical languages, isn’t it? Surely there’s something there.” 

“I’m sure there is.” Aubrey can feel the corners of her eyes crinkle when she smiles. It’s a tight and polite sort of expression, like all she knows to do when she’s uncomfortable is stretch her lips in an upward curve. “I’m still looking, really.” 

“Mm. So you’d get something as a receptionist. What then? You settle into a nice comfortable job, yeah?” 

“That’d be it.” 

Louise gives a resolute nod, as if she’s just agreed with herself. “Right. You should come up and work for me, then.” 

“Ah! Okay.” 

“I do mean it. If you’re going to go generic, go generic for this. Me. I need someone for the inn. Making the rooms, checking guests in, things like that.”

“I’ve never done any of that.” 

“I probably can’t afford someone on a full salary, is the thing. But you’d get free housing and food. And I’d pay you something, for sure.” When Louise meets Aubrey’s eye, it’s to challenge her gaze. “Get away for a bit. Let’s say a year. It’ll do you some good, trust me. That’s what I did.” 

“You stayed away,” Aubrey points out gently. She toys with the sleeve of her cardigan. The radiator hums on the wall next to her. 

“Just think about it. You don’t have to make a decision until, ah, maybe late May, early June. I’ll be back in town for your mom’s sixtieth, and then heading back to set everything up for the opening. I’ll email you some pictures.”

Aubrey wants to decline, to insist it’s not necessary, because it feels like the polite thing to do. Surely this is a ridiculous offer. Surely there’s no way she could get a job with her aunt in Lunenburg. It hardly even sounds like a real place.  

“I’d have to sublet my place,” she observes aloud, mostly to herself.  

Louise shrugs, seemingly unfazed. “Offer’s on the table. I’ll send you a few more details so you can decide. It’s fine if you don’t want to come, there are plenty up there who’ll lend a hand. I just happen to have a soft spot for you.” 

 “The luck I have.”

Behind them, the cake is set up on the dining table, the family gathered around with paper plates to marvel at the red-and-green masterpiece. Holiday music mingles quietly in the background with everyone’s hushed, tired voices. Aubrey looks at Louise, at this person she so easily recognizes herself in. She wonders what they both look like standing there, from their family’s point of view. Two women who can’t seem to get it quite right.

Louise leans in a little closer so only Aubrey can hear. “I know someone in need of an escape when I see one. I’ve seen it often enough, picking at my reflection. But life doesn’t tend to wait long for you to realize what you’ve missed out on. You don’t have to say yes now. Just think about it. It’s only a year in my company. Breathing some sea air, pretending none of this here exists. Nothing too serious, I promise. Just good people, slowing down time for a bit. Everything’ll be here still when you get back. And if not, it wasn’t meant to be in the first place.” 

Through a smirk hidden behind her glass, Aubrey says, “You’re very wise tonight. A bit cheesy.” 

“Mm. It’s the holidays. I mean, I don’t know. It’s just this idea I had. You’ve got months to decide, anyway. I won’t forget about it, and if nothing’s changed in the spring, then—” Louise shrugs, letting silence finish her sentence for her. 

Aubrey nods. “Right. I promise I’ll think about it.” 

“Good.” 

Someone laughs, too loud and too sudden, in the background. Aubrey heads for the pile of paper plates. She goes home early.

 

 

On New Year’s Eve, she and Maggie talk each other into going out for the night. They sit at a comically small table at the pub near Maggie’s place and talk of resolutions, making lists on their phones as they order a third round of gin and tonics.  

Aubrey types Quit my job and then Maybe get gym membership? into her phone, then pretends to think of what more she could add to the list. She doesn’t have many resolutions because she tends to pick up new habits and hobbies as they come, only to give up on them just as quickly. It’s been years now since she decided resolutions are pointless—she doesn’t need a set date to start a routine she knows she won’t stick to. 

She gives into the ritual anyway, if only to keep Maggie company. Maggie is her opposite. She falls apart without a set list of bullet points to remind her what she ought to focus on every day.

“This is going to be a good year,” Maggie shouts. Cheerful pop music booms from a speaker that sits nearly straight above their heads. 

Aubrey gives into a loud, sudden laugh. “We say that every year.” 

“Yes. And I’d argue we have it pretty good.” 

Aubrey’s smile grows wider. “We do have it pretty good.” 

“You know, I don’t think we should come up with resolutions this year.” 

“Mm. Should we have decided on that an hour ago?” 

“No, no, I mean, I don’t like the word resolutions. It’s too constricting, with some implied guilt if we don’t stick to them, right? So how about—intentions.” 

 It’s amusing and ironic, this pattern of subtly altered words spinning old ideas into modern concepts. Intentions instead of resolutions. Toxic instead of unhealthy. Eating habits instead of diets. Gaslighting instead of lying.

Aubrey says, “Ah, I see.” She doesn’t quite see, but she’s not sure why she’d ever disagree. She nods in the slow, knowing sort of way that comes with a long-standing friendship between people who’ve grown just apart enough that they don’t quite tell each other the full truth anymore. “Intentions, I like that.” 

Maggie’s face splits into a newfound grin. “Right? Okay. So what do you intend on doing this year? What would make you happy?” 

“Mags,” Aubrey warns gently. 

“What?” 

“I know what you’re doing.” 

“I asked one question.” 

“I don’t intend on doing anything special. I intend on getting through another year with friends and family, and maybe a better job by the end of it.” 

 “But we’re about to turn twenty-eight.” 

“Isn’t that thrilling.” The words are flat, but the swell in Aubrey’s chest is real. She holds a neutral expression for maybe half a second before she folds. “Fuck,” she exhales, like a balloon deflating much too fast. “Yeah, we are.”

“I didn’t mean it like that. Twenty-eight is fine. I’m just saying—I don’t know, I think we’re getting a little old to keep pretending this isn’t a thing. At least write it down. It’s like you won’t acknowledge it, and I’m sitting here feeling like I’m the only one thinking about it. And I know that’s not the case.” 

“If I write it down, I might just fall apart. Because then I’ll get to the end of the year, still alone, and ’finally get a boyfriend’ or something like that will still be in my phone, and I already know I’ll have thought about it for nearly every second of every day. And the only reason I don’t obsess over it now is because I’m desperately trying not to. I don’t think I’ve encountered anyone in the past decade who hasn’t made it their business to remind me how much of an issue it is.” 

Aubrey can’t hold eye contact when she speaks like this, but out of the corner of her eye she sees Maggie’s expression morph into concern. Her friend asks, “Holidays not so great this year?” 

“Could’ve been better.” 

“Was Louise not there?” 

“She was, yeah.” Aubrey pauses as she weighs what to say next. She’d thought a lot about telling Maggie about Louise’s plans. Mostly, she wishes Maggie would tell her to say no, that staying here would be best. That she’d miss Aubrey too much, that there will be too much happening for her to just leave like this. It’s what she’s been desperate to believe. She wants to stay here and for things to work out, because maybe then she wouldn’t have wasted the past six years trying over and over to make it all work. Her place, her work, her social life. Herself. She doesn’t want to need to move hours away for it to finally feel right.

But Maggie won’t tell Aubrey to stay. She’s a girl who can’t stay put but who’s been burned too many times by giving herself away too quickly in friendships and relationships to take any sort of leap now. She still craves the stories—at twenty-five she decided to become a column writer, hungry to have an excuse to explore a little without too much risks—so she spurs on other people’s adventures instead, nudges them on and on even if they risk crumbling. At least she’s always there to collect the pieces. Of course, it’s not as bad as it sounds. She’s a great listener, the kind who knows when to speak, when to curse, when to gasp for effect, and she’ll never turn down an invite out for a drink if there’s promise of a good anecdote.

Aubrey says to the table, “She offered me a job back in Lunenburg, actually. So that was something.” 

Maggie gapes at her. “Did she really?” 

“Mhm, taking care of an inn she plans on opening.” 

“Did you say yes?” 

“I said I’d think about it.” 

“But the answer is yes.” 

Aubrey notices she’s smiling again. She can’t help but find a familiar, comforting amusement in Maggie’s enthusiasm, despite the twinge of disappointment at her readiness to say goodbye. “Louise does this kind of stuff all the time. It’s always on to the next thing, a new big project, whatever else. The offer wasn’t until summer. It would’ve been stupid to say yes. I don’t even know what she’ll be doing next week. Or what I’ll be doing, really.” That last part is a lie. Nothing will be any different next week.

“Oh, my god. That’s exactly why you say yes. Nearly everyone knows what they’ll be doing next week. They’ve got someone waiting for them, careers they’re stuck in—don’t make that face. I’m saying you’ll have that too, one day, and then it’ll be too late to say yes to the eccentric aunts asking you to work for them in faraway places. You have to do it. Very selfishly, I’m begging you to.” 

The glimmer of self-awareness is at least a little endearing. Aubrey insists on not breaking so easily.

“You don’t even know everything it’d entail. I’d be gone for months, I wouldn’t know anyone but Louise.” 

“Cool. Say yes. I don’t want to be sitting here next year in this exact same spot, talking about the exact same thing. Our twenties are hurtling to their end.” 

Aubrey chokes on a sip




















cover.jpg
Not everyone blooms early.

AAAAAA

LAURIE D.R.









