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PROLOGUE
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Three months earlier
––––––––
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Max isn’t on his usual corner across from Fine Foods when I get off shift. I look for his familiar shape curled up in one of the nearby doorways, but it’s dark and I don’t see him. It’s a lousy night to be sleeping outside. A misty rain starts to fall; it cuts into my cheeks like tiny icicles as I head for the bike rack.

Max usually stops into Fine Foods every few days to exchange his bottles and sometimes splurge on a cup of coffee, but he hasn’t been around lately. I wipe the seat of my bike, tuck the bag of bread and cheese under my jacket and start to pedal. I circle the block a couple of times, pedalling slowly down Second Avenue, checking the doorways of the galleries and cafes, but I still don’t see him. I could ride home, but Max will be hungry. He always is. 

Max shouldn’t go hungry when I can help him out. When I’m working in the bakery I save him day-old muffins and pastries. I have a bag for him today, plus a wedge of triple cream brie I picked up at the deli. Max loves expensive cheese. I don’t know where he got a taste for the finer things in life. He has his secrets, Max. 

I get that. I have my secrets too.

I ride back down Memorial and hang a right on Crescent Road East. A few minutes later I coast to a stop at the entrance to Heritage Forest. The entrance gate looks oyster white under the street light. The path beyond the gate disappears into darkness. My breath hitches. Dad would lose it if he knew I was here. 

I’ve gone into the forest hundreds of times, but I’ve never cycled the path at night. And I’ve never gone to Tent City—the open area in the middle where the homeless have been squatting for the last eight months. 

People are afraid of the homeless the way they’re afraid of the dark. They build things up in their minds and imagine a threat where there isn’t one. Max has taught me the homeless are people like you and me. But I’m not stupid. A few can’t be trusted; some are addicts and some have mental health issues.

Still, Max hasn’t been around for over a week. And Dad and Parker are tired of all the day-olds I’ve been bringing home. So before I can overthink it, I ride into the forest.

I shiver, from nerves and cold. With the light from my bike, I can make out the shapes of trees and the winding path that hugs the drop-off on my right. I’m not sure how I’ll find Max when I get to Tent City. I only know I have to try. An owl hoots in the distance, a soothing counterpoint to the squish of my tires on the rough path. After a few minutes I start to relax. 

I reach a curve and hear the metallic ping of a bike chain up ahead. My heart skips a beat. I take the turn wide. A shape looms out of the darkness. It’s coming right for me. I jerk my bike out of the way.

“What the hell?”

The voice has an unmistakable British accent.

“Max?” My back tire grazes his as I wobble past. I manage, just barely, to avoid falling as I stop. “Where’d you get the bike?”

“That’s not the question, Catie.” He lowers his bike to the ground and his beige trench coat billows as he lifts a long leg awkwardly over the handlebars to extricate himself. He’s a thin man with ropes of grey hair. “The question is what are you doing here?” 

“Looking for you.” I unzip my windbreaker. “I haven’t seen you around lately.” 

As he approaches me, the pungent scent of cigarette smoke, raspberry vodka and body odour hits me like a slap. I step back. “Been a bit under the weather,” he says. “But I’m okay now.” 

“I brought you some day-olds.” I hold out the bag. “And a wedge of brie.”

“You’re a good lass.” His hand trembles as he takes it. “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.”

He shoves a scone into his mouth. His eyes widen as he chews. “Ginger,” he says, crumbs spraying out of his mouth. “Delicious.” 

“I know, right?” Max and I talk about food a lot. Max because he dreams of raspberries out of season and quince preserves, and me because I adore all things food and want to be a chef. The first time I volunteered at the community breakfast sponsored by Fine Foods, Max was there. He raved about the extra sharp cheddar I’d convinced the cook to use, and we struck up a conversation. After a while we became friends. 

“Did you get your applications off?” 

The scone is gone; he pulls out a blueberry Danish. 

“Yeah.” Max has been encouraging me to apply for cooking school even though Dad is totally opposed. Max is all about following your heart no matter what anybody says.

“Good.” He stops mid-bite and peers into the darkness. “Where’s yer fella? Richard? Randall?”

“Robert.” I retrieve my bike. “He’s not here.” And he’s not my fella either. He never was.

He stares at me, a knowing look on his face. 

Max is astute. Normally I like it. But Max thinks I need a man to complete me. And Max is wrong. “I gotta go, Max. It’s getting late.” I’m not talking about guys with him. He’s old enough to be my father. “I’ll see you around.” I wave and push off into the night. 
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CHAPTER ONE
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He steals the peach so fast I think maybe I’ve imagined it. Fine Foods is busy—no surprise for a Saturday just before noon—and when I glimpse Max I’m wrapping up an order for a dozen lemon crunch muffins and a loaf of crusty sourdough. All I see is the flash of a pale hand and a blushing peach disappearing under his dirty coat. A minute later my customer leaves and I have a clear view of the produce department.

Max is still there. 

I watch him as I straighten the sweet rolls in the bread case. He saunters around the peach display, his striped shoulder bag swinging in a carefree arc. He stops, glances over his left shoulder and then his right. Seconds later he snatches a second peach, pocketing it as quickly and as matter-of-factly as if it were a set of keys.

I clench the sweet roll tray. Stealing is wrong. But so is going hungry. Besides, the stock guys throw out more rotten produce than the homeless could ever steal.

Tegan marches up to the bakery counter, obstructing my view. “Tell me you didn’t,” she hisses. My best friend works cash at Fine Foods and we’re scheduled for the same lunch break today. I’ve been looking forward to it since I signed in this morning, but the way Tegan’s glaring at me I know this won’t be fun. She points to a cheesecake brownie. Her usual. “Tell me you didn’t break up with Carter!”

“Shh.” Even in whisper mode Tegan is loud. I lean over to get her brownie and glimpse Max again. He’s wandering past the tower of radishes and heading for the dairy. Oh crap. Peaches are one thing. Even out of season they aren’t that expensive. But aged Stilton is. 

Don’t press your luck, Max. I will myself to send him a telepathic message. If you get caught again, Peter will call the cops. The store manager is predictable that way.

“Well!” Tegan demands when I slide her brownie into a takeout bag. “Did you?”

“Yeah, I did.”

She stares at me, her dark eyes unblinking. Tegan reminds me of an owl: round face, round hoops in her ears, round head made rounder by her short hair. Well, short except for the chunk growing out the left side. “Are you nuts? Prom’s exactly three weeks from today!”

That has nothing to do with anything.

“And why didn’t you tell me?”

“Meet me across the street in fifteen and I’ll fill you in.” I hand her the brownie. “I have other news too.” Something way more important than Carter.

“Good news or bad news?” Tegan asks.

Luckily she gets a text and I am spared from answering. 

As I put a Happy Birthday Nate cake on the counter for a customer, I see Max talking to Noah Fox. My heart skips a beat. Mr. Shoulders. He’s captain of the Spider Lake Rowing Team and weekend produce manager. Noah’s on the quiet side and hard to read. I don’t know what he’ll do if he saw Max take the peach. 

The customer taps a claw-like red nail on the counter and frowns. “It’s not quite what I ordered, is it?” 

I pull my attention back to her. “It’s not?”

She pouts. “No.”

It’s a beautiful cake. Twinkly yellow stars, orange and red planets, all carefully outlined in white marzipan so they pop against the dark blue background. “I’m sorry you’re not happy with it.” I put hours into this cake—my fingers still sport faint blue tinges—and I know I followed her instructions; I read them over a billion times. “Let me get the book and see what we wrote down.” 

My cell phone vibrates in my pocket as I turn away. Carter again. I suppress a sigh. That’s twelve texts since we broke up last night.

I pull out the order book. Now Max is at the snack bar buying a coffee. I incline my head to the door.
Leave, I try to convey. You don’t want Peter to catch you. I hope he’ll take the hint.
Max wanders over. The soles of his worn runners slap the floor like flippers. Spotting a discarded gum wrapper in front of the doughnut case, he leans over, picks it up and shoves it in his pocket. The woman shoots him a dirty look.

“The cake needs more stars,” she says as I page through the orders. “You’ve only given me three.” 

Because Nate is turning three and she specifically asked for three stars. The customer is always right. My manager’s mantra. 

“Give me at least five more,” she orders.

I study the cake wondering how I’ll fit on more stars. 

Max peers over the counter. “The colour’s all wrong on that cake,” he says. “Outer space is black. Not blue like the ocean.” 

Thanks, Max.

The two of them have surprisingly similar profiles: high foreheads, long hair, ski-jump noses, but there the similarities end. The customer has a glossy sheen that comes from being well-fed, well-groomed and well-dressed. Max has a dismal, dumpster-diving look: rotten teeth, ripped sweatpants, ratty old trench coat. That faded old bag slung over his shoulder.

Ignoring him the woman turns back to me. “And make it fast.” She carries a butter-coloured leather purse with a designer logo. “I’ll be back in five minutes. I’m in a hurry.”

Of course she is. Every mother who orders their kid a birthday cake is in a hurry. And they’re usually rude too. Is this the difference between mothers who order and moms who bake? I wouldn’t know. Mothers are aliens as far as I’m concerned. 

Max smirks at her. “Hurrying is bad for your blood pressure.” 

The customer rolls her eyes and stalks off. 

“You didn’t have to say that.” I hand him a few day-old buns I’ve set aside. He puts them into his bag. 

“Why not? It’s the truth.”

Max speaks his truth no matter what. I lower my voice. “You should go. The new manager’s here today.” 

“Ah.” Max nods. Peter has been coming down hard on the street people. He boots them out of the store, and he cancelled the monthly community breakfasts, which got him a lot of bad press in the local paper. “Right, then.” But he makes no move to leave. 

I drum my fingers on the counter. I want Max to leave before he gets picked up for shoplifting. I want to fix the cake and get outside to Tegan. I need her advice. 

“No ginger scones today, Max. Sorry.” 

“Oh.” Disappointment shadows his red-rimmed eyes. “I have money.” He fumbles in his pocket. He looks paler than usual, a little thinner too. 

“Save it and buy yourself breakfast tomorrow.” I pluck a cookie from the glass jar on the counter. “If Peter says anything tell him to come and talk to me.” 

“Thanks.” He slides the cookie in with the buns. But he still doesn’t move. “Are you all right, Cate? You seem off today.”

Off doesn’t come close to describing it. I’ve been offered the biggest opportunity of my life. Only it comes with an outrageous price tag. Plus, Carter will not stop texting me. 

“The cake,” I say with a wave of my hand. 

“Don’t be worrying. That woman’s a thickie is what she is.” Maybe, but she’s a paying thickie. 

“Thanks, Max. Don’t eat your cookie all in one bite.”

“I won’t.” He turns to go. “Toodle pip, Catie girl.”

“Toodle pip, Max.”
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“I don’t care how you salvaged that cake,” Tegan says when I make it outside ten minutes later. She has snagged us a bench on the green space between Fir and Veterans Way. Scoring a seat is a coup on a busy Saturday. “Why did you break up with Carter?” 

I don’t want to go there yet. The sun warms my shoulders as I pop the lid on my Italian soda and take a sip. It’s the first nice Saturday we’ve had this spring. Across the street in the Petro-Canada lot, students are holding a fundraising car wash. The sound of bluegrass music drifts over from the Saturday market. I watch a group of tourists wander up the hill toward the galleries, restaurants and boutiques that line downtown Qualicum Beach. 

“Well?” Tegan prompts. She picks half-heartedly at her standard lunch: Caesar salad minus the dressing, croutons and Parmesan cheese. In other words, washed romaine with lemon juice and capers. “What was it this time?” Before I can form an answer, her cell phone bleeps. She looks down. “Owen.”

Big surprise. Tegan can barely go an hour without talking to her boyfriend.

She giggles into her phone. “Yes, I got your text but I’m talking to Cate about Carter and I haven’t had time to answer.” She pauses, gives me a significant look. “They broke up last night.” 

Oh man. Nothing is sacred with Tegan. She’s the live version of Twitter. I pick up my sandwich and glance down the hill, searching out the peekaboo view of the Strait of Georgia and Lasqueti Island. A slight breeze carries the scent of salt, seaweed and French fries. A cawing seagull rides the current, swooping and dipping on the air before flying off toward Village Theatre. My cell phone vibrates again, a faint flutter in my pocket. I don’t even look. 

“Stop it, Owen. Don’t be gross. I’ll text you later. Bye. For sure. Yes! Bye!”

Tegan pokes my back. “So, what’s going on?”

I lick a smear of Dijon from my finger and turn around. A dairy truck rumbles down the road. I spot two clerks from the deli crossing the street, takeout bags in hand. Noah Fox ambles behind them, carrying a pizza box and still wearing his striped produce apron. He’s the only guy on staff who has the confidence to wear his apron on break. And not care what anyone says.

“Come on, spill!” Tegan has a chunk of green stuck between her two front teeth. 

“I told you a month ago I didn’t think it would work out.”

“And I told you a month ago to stop being stupid. Carter is perfect for you.”

Says the girl who apparently found perfect in grade six and hasn’t dated anyone since. “There’s no such thing as the perfect guy, Tegan.”

Her hair chunk bobbles as she leans close. “Not perfect enough for you obviously.”

The two clerks pass us and head for a patch of grass by the Legion. Noah flops on the grass a few yards away, beside a cedar tree. Keeping my voice low I say, “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Come on, Cate, you know exactly what I mean. You go through guys like cars go through gas and—”

“Not really. I dated Carter for nearly three months.”

“And Robert before him for a month!” 

Noah glances over. I give him a little wave. He inclines his head and looks away. 

I don’t need this. I have more important things to discuss. Except Tegan thinks the entire world should be coupled up. “Robert smoked too much weed, remember? He was constantly stoned. And he lied.”

“Carter doesn’t. He’s totally honest. And he’s dependable too.” 

She’s right. Carter is dependable, agreeable, likeable. If Carter were a vegetable, he’d be a potato. Not even a fancy blue heirloom. He’d be a plain old russet. I sneak a peek at Noah. What kind of vegetable would he be? 

He lifts a wedge of pizza and his bicep strains against his white T-shirt. Man.
Noah’s no vegetable. In the food store of life, Noah Fox is dessert. A rich tiramisu or a chocolate ganache torte. He catches me looking and raises a brow. Heat hits my cheeks. I pull my gaze away. Definitely the kind of dessert I avoid. 
“What was it this time?” Tegan asks.

She knows me too well. It’s the same with every guy I date. I start out with good intentions but after a while things start to bug me. Little things like endless throat-clearing or wearing the same shirt two days in a row. Or, in Carter’s case, telling me I shouldn’t have a second beer at Owen’s party. Honestly, if I needed a babysitter I’d hire one. When I start to get resentful, I know it’s time to end things. “It was a bunch of stuff. I did him a favour. It was the right thing to do.” 

She rolls her eyes. “You and your right thing to do.” 

“Forget Carter,” I say. “You won’t believe what happ—” 

“What about prom?” she interrupts. “It’s three weeks from now.” 

“I don’t need to go to prom with anybody. I’ve told you that.” 

“But we’re going together, remember? Me and Owen, you and Carter?”

I worry about Tegan sometimes. She lives in a fantasy world. One day Owen’s going to dump her and she will be crushed (I have seen how he drools over the barista’s boobs when we go for coffee). I, on the other hand, will never have to face that because I never let anything get too serious. People leave. It’s a fact. Better to be the one walking than the one left behind. 

“We’ve been planning it since grade six.”

Correction, Tegan has. Grad has never been a huge deal to me. It’s a pile of money for icky buffet food and medi-ocre music followed by an after-grad where everybody gets wasted. On the other hand, it is my last big school celebration so I’m not going to miss it. But I prefer to keep it low-key. Which Tegan hates. She freaked when I rented my dress instead of buying one. As a concession, I agreed to do the spa thing with her beforehand. And rent a limo for the prom parade. “I’ll be there, Tegan. Tickets go on sale Monday. I’ll get one. Don’t worry.”

With a look of disgust, she slaps the lid onto her salad and shoves the container into her bag. “Come on, Cate, nobody goes to prom alone.”

“I won’t be alone. I’ll be with you guys. I’ll still pay for my share of the limo. And I’m sure I can find somebody to pay for Carter’s seat. Lots of people go in groups.”

“That’s lame.”

“No, it’s not.” I pick at my ham on rye. “You’re always telling me to quit trying to please people. So now I’m pleasing myself. I’d appreciate a little support.”

She pulls out her brownie. “I support you. It’s just—” She stops. “You’re weird,” she finally mutters.

“Call me weird, call me crazy, call me whatever you want. It doesn’t matter because—” I pause for effect “—I’ve been accepted by Chef’s Apron!!”

“What?” Brownie crumbs spray from her mouth. “That’s amazing!”

“I know, right?” Chef’s Apron is one of the best private culinary schools in North America. Their application process is rigorous, and their acceptance rate is only thirty percent. 

Tegan grabs my arm. “You’re going to be the best chef ever. And you’ll be moving to L.A.! I can come down for long weekends.” The pressure on my arm makes me wince. “We can go celebrity spotting!”

“I know. But first I have to convince my dad to let me go. And find the money. The tuition for the first year is twenty-one thousand dollars.”

Her mouth gapes. “Seriously?”

“Yeah. I need to send them ten thousand by June fifteenth and eleven thousand by September first. I’ve only got five thousand dollars saved.” I need to find five grand in about six weeks. And that’s just for tuition. I don’t even want to think about living expenses. 

She drops my arm. “Don’t you have an education fund?” 

“I’m not sure Dad will let me use it.” Dad’s an English prof at Vancouver Island University. He wants me to get an academic degree. Cooking, he says, is a life skill not a life plan.

“You could get a student loan.”

“Chef’s Apron isn’t an accredited school under the government program. I checked.” 

“What about a private loan?”

“They need co-signers. Dad would never sign.”

“That’s so bogus. Ask Parker to talk to him. He’ll stand up for you.”

“Parker says it’s Dad’s decision.” My dad’s partner is sympathetic, but on parenting issues, he defers to Dad. Maybe because he didn’t come into our lives until I was five. 

Tegan’s phone chirps, signalling a text. She glances down. “It’s Owen again. He says Carter still wants to go to prom with you even if you’re not together.” 

My stomach tightens. “Forget prom! What am I supposed to do about Chef’s Apron?”

“Talk to your dad again. You want to be a chef, not a pole dancer.” 

“I know but—”

“Owen needs to confirm numbers for the limo. I’ll tell him to write you down for two people.” Before I can form the word no, Tegan is back on her phone. “Hey, babe.”

I crumple my sandwich wrapper, grab my soda and stand up. When I whirl around, I almost plough into Noah Fox. Or more specifically into his chest. A very nice chest, even if it’s mostly hidden under that dumb produce apron.

“Whoa!”

I stumble backward. My soda sprays all over him. Oh crap. “Sorry.” Awkward.

“Hey, no worries. I knew you were going to dump soda on me. That’s why I wore the apron.” 

A flush hits my cheeks. “So either you think I’m a klutz or you can see the future.”

His lower lip twitches. Then he grins. And I stop breathing because Noah Fox smiling is a beautiful thing. “You’re definitely not a klutz.” He studies me with smoky green eyes framed by thick, black lashes. Natural guyliner.

I’m self-conscious about my ugly work pants and blue bakery shirt. And I probably still have the imprint on my forehead from the hairnet they make us wear. “So, you’re psychic then.”

“Totally.” He winks. “Hang with me long enough and I’ll tell you your fortune.” And then he pulls off his apron. 

I try not to stare but I can’t help it. Noah Fox is stacked. It must be all that rowing. “You got some on your sleeve.” I point. Focus on the sleeve, Cate. The sleeve.

“It’ll dry fast. Things dry twenty percent faster outside than they do in a dryer, did you know that?”

I roll my eyes, relieved to be thinking about something other than how hot he is. It’s weird. Normally I’m immune to hot guys who mimic dessert. “I don’t do numbers, remember?” Noah and I sat beside each other in math last year, and he always finished at the top of the class. 

He falls into step beside me as I walk to the nearby trash, his long legs easily keeping up with my shorter ones. “Why the hurry?” 

“Tegan’s hassling me about prom.” I throw away my garbage. “Better to leave than fight with her.” 

Noah flattens his pizza box and tosses it into the re-cycling bin. “What’s to fight about?” 

“I’m going alone. She’s flipping out.”

“Well, it is social suicide to go to prom alone.” 

I study him out of the corner of my eye. I assume he’s joking, but with Noah it’s hard to tell. During math we had this ongoing discussion about where to find the best pizza in town. I never could decide if he was flirting or arguing. It was a flirtgument for an entire semester. 

“But,” he says, “sometimes it’s the logical thing to do. I’m going alone.” 

I’m surprised. I know he broke up with Riley last month, but lots of other girls would be happy to be his date. 

“Huh.” I don’t ask him why. I’m curious but I don’t want to pry.

We head for Fine Foods, sidestepping a man in plaid shorts walking a black pug, and a jogger pushing a baby stroller.

“There’s a rowing regatta the next day,” Noah says after a minute, “so I can’t make it a late night, and I didn’t think that was fair to a date.” His hair dips over his forehead; he flips it back. He has great hair. Thick and curly, the colour of chocolate cake. “I’m probably bailing on after-grad completely.” 

“Too bad.” 

“Not really,” he says. “It’s a big drunk up and I’m not into that.” We stop at the corner and wait for the traffic to pass. “Hey, since I’m going alone and you’re going alone, we should go alone together. What do you think?”

He smiles down at me. My heart skips a beat. I think I should lighten up about Noah Fox, that’s what I think. Seriously, what is wrong with me? I don’t react to guys this way, ever. Maybe I’m low in B vitamins or something. “You tell me,” I tease as we cross the street. “You’re the psychic.”

He laughs. “You think it’s a great idea.”

“I do?” A dozen feet away, I see a familiar figure with a striped bag. It’s Max. He’s on his bike, bags of bottles and litter hanging from his handlebars. He’s getting ready to ride across the street. 

“You know it would be the best date of your life,” he adds.

I’m about to tell him his ego is on steroids when I see Max push away from the curb. He’s heading straight for oncoming traffic. “Max!” I shout. “No!”

Noah follows my gaze. “Oh crap!” 

We both start to run.
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CHAPTER TWO
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It all seems to happen in slow motion. The screech of brakes. The swerving truck. The panicked shouts of bystanders. The thud of flesh meeting metal as we yank Max back. 

His bike bounces and flips into the air. Bottles, cans, stale buns and litter take flight. Max crumples to the ground like a puppet whose strings are suddenly dropped. I bend over him, my body shaking uncontrollably as if I’ve been hit. 

If we hadn’t yanked him sideways...I fight back a wave of nausea. Don’t go there. “Max! Are you okay?”

His eyes are shut and his skin is the colour of cement. His right leg is twisted in a weird way. I think I see bone. Gross.

“Someone call an ambulance!” I yell. I can’t do it. I’m too shaky. 

“No ambulance,” Max mutters.

“He’s conscious,” Noah says. “That’s a good sign.” He undoes a button on Max’s shirt and checks his airways. When Max tries to get up, Noah gently but firmly holds him in place. “You need to stay still.” 

“I need my bike,” Max moans. “I need to get outta here.”

“You need to see a doctor first,” I tell him. 

Didn’t you see that truck? What were you thinking?

A crowd gathers. A man in a grey suit starts directing traffic. A few people take pictures with their phones—of the intersection, the truck that’s sideways across the road, Max’s rusty old bike twisted and mangled on the boulevard. One of the deli workers puts Max’s canvas bag down beside him. Someone else lines the empty bottles up on the curb. A few people collect the litter. 

“Cover him.” A woman passes us a brown sweater. “I know it’s warm but he’s probably in shock.”

Noah drapes the sweater across Max’s chest. His calmness amazes me.

A barrel-shaped man in a T-shirt and jeans hurries over. “He rode right in front of me like he wanted to get hit!” It’s the truck driver. His flushed face is beaded with sweat. “He came out of the blue.” He mops his forehead with the corner of his T-shirt. He stares at Max. “How is he?” 

“I’m fine,” Max whispers. “I need to go.” 

But Max’s voice is thready. And weaker than it was a minute ago. My heart starts to thrum.

“You need to wait, Max, okay? The ambulance will be here soon.” I hope. The health centre is on the Alberni Highway at least ten minutes away. 

“I’ve radioed my company,” the driver says. “They’re sending a representative. They’ll want witness statements.”

“Don’t worry,” I tell him. Poor guy looks like he’s been hit by a truck too. “I’ll make a statement.”

“Me too,” Noah says. “We saw everything.”

Tegan rushes over. “I saw the rescue part,” she says. “You guys were amazing!”

“You pulled him away just in time,” says a guy wearing a Mariners ball cap. “I got the whole thing on my cell.” 

“If it wasn’t for you guys, Max would have been killed,” Tegan adds, a tinge of awe in her voice. 

I hear the faint whine of a siren. Thank goodness! Two police officers on bicycles ride up and dismount. “Do me a favour?” I ask Tegan. “Tell Peter we’ll be late getting back to work.”

Tegan’s eyes widen. “Late? Are you kidding? You’re gonna need the rest of the afternoon off. I’ll tell him.” She hurries away. 

The female officer joins the man directing traffic. The male officer kneels down beside Max. “Took a spill did you?” He has a deep, reassuring voice.

Max mumbles something in response.

“What day is it today?” 

“May eighth. Or maybe the eleventh. Who knows?”

The officer chuckles. “Bingo. It’s the eleventh. Where do you live?” 

I wait for Max to tell the guy it’s none of his business or to say the whole world is his home, but he surprises me by naming a street about six blocks away. He’s lying. When Tent City was disbanded last month, he and some of the other street people started staying at Rathtrevor Beach. It surprises me sometimes, the ease with which they’re able to travel back and forth between Parksville and Qualicum. 

“What’s your name?” the officer asks. 

“Max,” he mumbles. “Just Max.” He struggles to sit up but the officer holds him down. 

“Take it easy there, Max. Not so fast.”

Gently the officer rips the already torn fabric on Max’s sweatpants, exposing the wound. My stomach flips. That is bone. I look away. The ambulance shoots around the corner, lights flashing. Another ambulance follows quickly behind. The two vehicles emit a final blast of their sirens before coasting to a stop a few feet away. 

Two paramedics wearing bright yellow vests hop out and head for Max. Two more, a sleek blond and a man wearing aviator shades, take Noah and me over to the boulevard. They look into our eyes, ask us questions and take our vitals. “No physical damage,” says the blond, “but shock can come later.” She starts to talk about secondary victims and secondary shock, but I’m more focused on Max. His agitation is growing now that a paramedic is unloading a stretcher from the ambulance. 

“Get that thing away from me!” he yells.

“Calm down, sir,” one of the paramedics says. “We’re taking you in so the doctor can check you out.” 

Max fists the air. “I’m not going anywhere.” 

“What do we know about the victim?” the blond paramedic asks the police officer. 

“He says he lives over on Thetis. No last name yet. He won’t tell me if he has next of kin.” The officer picks up Max’s canvas bag. “There might be something in here.”

“Hey, hey, hey!” Max hollers when he sees them rifling through it. “That’s private property. You have no right—”

“We’re not taking anything, Max. Just looking for next of kin.”

“Never mind!” Max shouts. “Give me that. I’m going home.” He catches sight of me. “Tell them, Catie. Help me!”

Oh Max. I move toward him but Noah touches my arm. “Don’t.” He gestures. “Let them do their jobs.”

I follow his gaze, see one of the paramedics holding a needle. My stomach flips again. Max, what is happening to you?

Another paramedic pulls a scrap of paper from a faded brown wallet. 

“It looks like his name is Max Le Bould,” he says.

“Jesus, Joseph and Mary!” Max’s bellow is quickly followed by an angry howl of pain as the needle hits its mark. With a snap of metal, the stretcher is lowered to the ground. 

“That can’t be right.” The cop snatches the paper out of the paramedic’s hand and stares at it. “I can’t believe it.” He looks at Max and scratches his head. “Apparently that’s Max Le Bould.”

A moment of silence and then someone shouts, “Did you hear that? The guy on the ground is Max Le Bould.”

Behind me a dozen voices talk at once.

“Max Le Bould.”

“It can’t be.”

“...tragic what happened.”

The man in the Mariners cap elbows his way past us. “I gotta get a shot of this!” He snaps a picture as the paramedics transfer Max onto the stretcher. 

“Who’s Max Le Bould?” I whisper to Noah as the guy turns and takes our picture next.

He shrugs. “No clue.” 

The guy in the ball cap gapes at us. “You guys don’t know?” 

We shake our heads. 

“Max Le Bould! Only the most famous musician since John Lennon,” he says. “He’s been missing and presumed dead for fifteen years.”

[image: image]

I want to go with Max in the ambulance but the paramedics won’t let me. Instead, Noah and I speak to an official from the trucking company, and then we make statements to the police. 

While we’re waiting to make our statements, Noah gets on his phone and googles Max Le Bould. He reads for a few minutes, then hands me the phone. On the screen is an article from the Guardian.
Max had been lead guitarist for the Magpies, a British rock group up there with the Stones. My dad plays their music sometimes, and he’s mentioned the bus crash that claimed the lives of the band members. It was headline news for days as rescuers searched the Montana mountainside for bodies. According to the Guardian, Max’s body was never found. 
By the time we’re done, Max is gone and the crowd has thinned. The only people left are a couple of officers still examining the accident site, and a  reporter from the local TV station, KONO.

“How does it feel to save the life of someone so famous?” she asks us. Stacey Kosinski is tall and thin, with cropped blond hair and large giraffe teeth. She doesn’t wait for our answer. “Not to mention aid in the discovery of his whereabouts?” 

I’m not sure I buy it. The whole thing is so movie-of-the-week. It doesn’t happen in real life. “He’s just Max,” I tell her. Max, who likes fancy cheese and picks up litter and recycles bottles and makes pithy statements about life and the world. But reporters don’t care about homeless guys who sometimes drink too much raspberry vodka. People like that don’t make headlines.

“It wouldn’t have mattered anyway,” Noah adds. “We did what anyone would have done.”

Her blue scarf slips, revealing a low-cut peach top. Impatiently she flicks it back into place. “You don’t understand. Back in the day, Max Le Bould was as famous as Justin Bieber. Only Le Bould had way more class. To have him alive and well and hiding in a small town on the west coast is momentous.”

Is he hiding? Really? 

She gives us a too-wide, too-fake smile. “Tell me again what happened.” She is fawning and I don’t like it. 

Noah starts at the beginning. Unwilling to relive the accident, I walk across the boulevard to where the police are now examining Max’s bike. I hear one officer say, “Imagine if it’s true and he really is Max Le Bould.”

A second officer snorts. “Yeah, and
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