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Day. What is day? Night. What is night?

They say they are two different things.

But that separation was something we created. The separation doesn’t really exist. The Sun never really sets. The Moon, well, it was always there. We live a life of fantasy, pretending that there really are such things as night, or that there is such a thing as day.

Why do we draw these lines? Why do we create these divisions? And why do we accept them as though they are real?

At what point do we realize that the two items divided were once a single whole?

I wonder...
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CHAPTER 1
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TO THE AVERAGE ONLOOKER, it was just a necklace. 

Whatever beauty it possessed had little to do with the way it shone, for it rarely showed the kind of glimmer expected from gold. It was simple, save for the small pendant suspended from it. The pendant was in the shape of a teardrop with a red garnet at its centre. The garnet was marked with a Chinese-style engraving of a bird. It was a gift from parents Haruna couldn’t remember. Had she remembered them, surely, they would have meant everything. 

Maybe then the necklace would be less sentimental. 

Maybe then it would just be a necklace. 

Maybe all of that would be true, if they hadn’t been taken from her—cut from her life as though they’d never been.

Haruna twirled the chain, letting the jewel glide between her fingers. She turned it over, inspecting it. One side bore the stone; the other was marked with strokes that formed Japanese letters. She’d always wondered what the word meant—what the necklace meant—but had never fully understood. There were times she could have tried to find out, but something always held her back. A weird foreboding, as if knowing would lead her somewhere she couldn’t come back from.

The truth was, she didn’t know much about her Japanese father, and she certainly didn’t know Japanese. After all, she was only half.

“All right, five minutes left until the bell. I’ll be coming around to collect your tests.”

The teacher glanced down at the students, their pens dashing, fighting against all odds to beat the hands of the clock. Haruna glanced down at her own test paper with a yawn. She had managed to answer all thirty of her questions fifteen minutes ago. She had even proofread her answers three times since then. It might’ve been overkill, but it wasn’t like playing with jewellery or staring at the clock made time go any faster.

“Ready to hand it in, Miss Mitsukai?”

The voice of the fifth-period teacher carried over her. She released the necklace and tucked it under her blouse, the chain around the nape of her neck the sole evidence of anything being there at all. He smiled, crow’s-feet wrinkles tugging at the corners of his eyes.

“Yes, sir!” Haruna said, returning his smile. She placed her test paper on top of the small stack already in his hand. He responded with a nod and continued through the row of desks. Mr. Hahn had been her English teacher last year. It was a shame he was only filling in for their actual English teacher, Mr. Lee.

The bell rang. Fifth period and her second test for the day were over. The day and week were over—finally.

Belongings in hand, Haruna bolted out the door. The hallways erupted into a chorus of laughter and a flood of students.

“Hey, Haruna—!”

Haruna slowed, mouthing a “sorry” to one of her bandmates, one of the kids in the crowd who’d shouted.

She flashed her phone. “Text me later, okay?”

Haruna manoeuvred through the crowd, eyes scanning over it for a clear exit. The south wing was the best bet. Hardly any of those who knew her well enough for conversation—anyone in the senior grades—hung out there. 

She stole a glance at her phone for the time. 

She had roughly an hour to get home, drop off her stuff, and change. Mani would pick her up around then, and it would be the closest thing to a date she’d have in weeks. It looked like she wouldn’t be late, but she hated the feeling of being “just in time.” She forced her way through a group of tenth graders loitering around one of the side exits.

“Haruna!”

Several of them chimed their hellos at once, flailing and giggling. Oh great. So much for a shortcut. Haruna half-waved. Two of them were kids she’d tutored before.

“Don’t hang around,” Haruna said, half-teasing, half-scolding. “It’s the weekend. Go home already.”

“Aw, you’re no fun,” one of them said, though Haruna could tell he was joking from the exaggerated pouty face he was making.

She waved them off a second time, then flung through a set of two doors. She stopped short, blinded by thick, grey smoke. It stung the back of her throat and nostrils. She brought her hands to her face, but the coughing fit started before she could think. Her eyes watered. She was certain whatever this smell was, it wasn’t just tobacco.

“You okay?”

Haruna lifted her head. It was the usual gang of six troublemakers. She knew two of them quite well. Five years, to be exact.

The one who had asked if she was “okay”?

That was Seth Jordan.

“I-I’m fine,” Haruna managed at long last, averting her gaze elsewhere as she readied herself to keep going. “Pretty sure smoking on school property is not allowed.”

Seth’s face broke into a devious grin as he flicked away his cigarette butt. “What are you? The headmaster?”

Haruna inclined her head and offered a dull stare. 

“What are you—an idiot?”

Several of his friends burst into roaring fits of laughter, jabbing each other in the ribs, pulling faces, shouting through bated breaths:

“Woooo!”

“She told you, Seth!”

It wasn’t clear who they were mocking, whether it was her or Seth, but it didn’t bother her in the slightest. After all, she was Haruna Catherine Mitsukai, Head Girl and future valedictorian. Haruna adjusted the strap of her bag on her shoulder. She took one full footstep, but before she could take another, a dark shadow glided towards her.

Oh no. 

Please no.

Haruna started on a power walk.

Don’t look at him. DO NOT look.

She could make a run for it. He’d have the upper hand, and it would be like he’d won, but at least she wouldn’t have to—Haruna jerked to a stop. The shadow’s owner was now standing in front of her, not letting her get away. It was him. It was definitely him. She recognized the dusty black high-tops he often wore instead of dress shoes.

Faltering back, she met Ryu’s gaze—deep, dark brown eyes framed by sharp, dark eyebrows. If not for the scowl, the slouch, the way his eyes sliced like blades, he might have been half-decent looking. 

To somebody. Not to her.

All she could see was menace etched into faded scars and a lethal stare, like he was daring the world to flinch. There was no warmth in that gaze. It was cold, full of hatred. Haruna hated those eyes. Looking into them was like staring back at the Devil himself.

“What do you want?” Haruna snapped, her voice shakier and less sure than she had meant it to be.

His lips curled into a dry smirk. Haruna glared, her emotions raw. Here he was, messing around with his posse of idiots, his favourite hoodie draping over his not-tucked-in uniform shirt. He hadn’t been in class and probably didn’t care that he’d missed the test. Not unusual for a total slacker.

“Not going to answer? Then move out of my way,” she spat, her unease eclipsed only by her disgust.

He narrowed his eyes. His movements were slow and deliberate as he drew the cigarette from his mouth. He leaned forward, his face a few inches from hers. For one suspended heartbeat, she held his gaze. Unsure what he was doing. Unsure what he was about to—  

Just unsure.  

Then— 

He blew.

Flustered, Haruna clapped a hand over her face. Breaking into yet another coughing fit, she shoved past him, her shoulder slamming hard against his as she gathered speed and stormed away. 

She could hear their howls of laughter.

Haruna blinked back tears, ignoring their voices as she found the familiar footpath on her way home. So what? She didn’t care what they thought of her. Opinions. Everyone had them, regardless of whether they had enough brain cells to rationalize them. She knew where she stood. She’d worked hard, harder than almost anyone, ever since she started grade seven at Shady Glenn Academy. Only two types of people could manage entry into the top-tier private schools on the West Coast: the well-to-do and the brilliant. 

Haruna was a lucky combination of both.

Well, okay. So, she wasn’t a genius so much as she studied hard and memorized terms and facts and dates like a pro. And she wasn’t fabulously wealthy so much as she was just very comfortable. Being the only grandchild of successful lawyers had its perks.

But entry didn’t matter as much as survival—and Haruna didn’t just survive at the Academy; she flourished. Seth? Ryu? They were the exceptions to the rule. Everyone knew their admission was strictly because of connections. They never worked hard, never put effort into anything—practically sailed through life without a care in the world. While everyone else had to follow the rules, they never did. And somehow, year after year, there they were. Still here. Still advancing to the next grade.

Ryu Debiru was the worst of the worst. 

The rebel without a cause, that was him to the letter. Always looking like he was up to no good, even when he wasn’t up to anything, dazed, perpetually zoned out...

Haruna checked her phone again. 

Ugh. A whole ten minutes wasted! 

As if this day hadn’t been crazy enough. 

She placed a hand at her chest, feeling her breathing slowly return to normal. She focused, reminding herself that within an hour Mani would pick her up, and the rest of the day would fall back into place. It was a good thing that Ryu never spoke to her, and she never spoke to him. For Haruna, the reason was simple. As intimidating as Ryu was when silent, he was scarier when he spoke.

So Haruna supposed it was better to avoid him.

Not that it was hard to do. 

They were from two different worlds. 

If anything, there was just one, slight, terribly insignificant thing they had in common. 

He was Japanese too. 

Well... only half.
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CHAPTER 2
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RYU WATCHED AS HARUNA disappeared down the block. He turned and glanced at the others, his grin fading into a straight line. He dropped the remnants of his cigarette and ground it into the concrete.

“Blowing smoke in her face? Went too far, bruh,” muttered Tim. He wiped a tear that had leaked from his eye. “Still hilarious, but damn — straight savage.”

Jackson shrugged his shoulders, pulling out a lighter to ignite his joint. “Ha, serves her right, though. She’s such a bitch.”

“Yeah, we live in Canada. It’s a free country. She needs to check herself, fo’ real,” said Cody, sounding higher than a Zeppelin and overflowing with even more hot air. “Leave it to Ryu to set her type straight. Like always.”

Following twenty or so minutes of time well wasted, Ryu gave a roll of his shoulders. He stowed his hands into the front pocket of his hoodie and stepped away from the others.

“Yo, where you going?” one of the guys, Kevin, shouted after him.

Ryu spun to face them, walking backwards.

“I’ve got business. Peace!”

He gestured a sideways “V” before turning again and cantering off.

He didn’t need to explain to them.

His business was his.

No matter, though, because Ryu wasn’t even four minutes from the school grounds before he got the sense he was being followed. He stopped in his tracks. He half-turned.

“I know you’re following me, Seth.”

Seth froze. He had trailed some distance after Ryu, but he hadn’t been subtle. Seth raised his arms in surrender.

“Got me,” he joked. He then returned his arms to his sides and remained standing there, awkward and staring.

Ryu grunted, not bothering to question him as he pivoted and marched on again.

“Hey, that’s it? You’re just going to walk away?” Seth called out. In no time, he appeared at Ryu’s side, his long legs falling into step with Ryu’s.

“Not sure what you expected. I told you I had stuff to take care of,” Ryu mumbled.

“That ‘stuff’? Um, so when are you going to quit all that ‘stuff’?”

Ryu rolled his eyes.

“You ask the question like I have a choice.” He then half-smiled, peering at Seth from the corner of his eye. “Besides, who said I wanna quit, anyway?”

Seth sighed. 

He’d given up on pressing the issue, much to Ryu’s relief. 

The boys walked onwards, a slight breeze in the air as the sidewalk split into two, and they turned along the bend, allowing a second breeze to lash against their faces. They stopped at the usual corner, and Ryu entered the convenience store as Seth stood outside and waited. Once done, Ryu took care to tuck the brown paper bag into the front pouch of his hoodie and slipped out the doors with a casual stride. He gave Seth a nod, indicating he’d finished what he had come to do, and the two were off again. 

It had been five solid minutes before Seth spoke.

“So, the guys were thinking of hitting up O’Brien’s tomorrow night...”

“Yeah, count me out. I’ve got plans,” Ryu sighed. “But next time for sure. I’m down.”

Seth bobbed his shoulders, grinning. “Sounds good.”

Ryu stopped. He turned to his friend but didn't return the smile.

“So, what did you really want to talk about? You didn’t follow me and wait fifteen minutes outside the smoke shop just to tell me about Saturday.”

Seth looked taken aback, his face blank for the slightest second before clearing his throat. He emitted a light chuckle.

“Ha, yeah, I’m an open book, right? Well, I guess I just wanted to say maybe... maybe go easy on Haruna.”

Ryu blinked. “You’re kidding.”

Seth had to have been, because those words sounded beyond ridiculous to Ryu.

Seth offered a weak shrug, hands in his uniform pants pockets as he tilted his head. “Well, I mean, you’re always kinda giving her those death stares — and have you seen what those look like coming from you?”

Ryu knitted his brows. “Yeah, so? I don’t see her smiling in our direction, either. For one thing, she called you an idiot. Are you one?”

Seth brought his arm up and rubbed the back of his neck. “Look, I’m just saying. No need to be in her face, dude. Literally.”

Ryu leered, visually dissecting his friend’s freckly face. It was interesting — the way Seth always acted so relaxed and chill. Yet he was also persistent, so set on having a perfect moral code. In some ways, Ryu admired it — but most of the time it just irritated him.

Seeming to detect Ryu’s annoyance, Seth looked elsewhere. Ryu was amused by how easily he could get under Seth’s skin. It didn’t matter that Seth was almost six feet and had more than a few inches on him.

That’s right. Height meant nothing.

Ryu snorted. “I know what your problem is. It’s about her friend, am I right?”

Seth let out a deep breath, pulling his hands from his pockets, then clapping them together.

“Honestly, I’m this close to asking Gabrielle out — so I mean, like, maybe don’t ruin things by being a grade-A dirt bag to her best friend? It would be real thoughtful of you.”

“Oh, please. I don’t care who the hell you date or whatever — but don’t tell me crap about sucking up to some stuck-up girl like her, or any other clown from this school.”

“Come on! You know I don’t mean —” 

“Whatever, Seth. You do you.”

Ryu shoved by, ignoring Seth’s bewildered expression and him calling his name as he continued down the street. The bus pulled up as Ryu came to the crosswalk. The driver didn't dare drive off once subjected to his glowering. The door opened and Ryu boarded, tossing several coins into the farebox. He jetted straight to the corner seat farthest to the back.

Heaving a sigh, Ryu pulled his hood over his head and tilted his neck back, earbuds in, shutting his eyes to think to the steady beat of Notorious Thugs.

To say Ryu felt stressed out lately would be an understatement.

Friday evenings were the hardest, second only to Saturday nights. Who knew what news would be waiting for him when he got home? Which of his brothers had screwed up this time? Who would wind up in the hole next, or face-down, kissing pavement in some damp, dark alley? Which one of his brothers decided to impress Father, going “above and beyond”?

Of course, above and beyond never impressed Father. Father hated unpredictability, hated rash actions. People who acted on their own... these were the people Father hated the most. But far too many of Ryu’s brothers were too slow to comprehend this. Ryu had learned it the hard way. It was pretty unfortunate, but people have to do what they have to.

If they want to survive, that is.

Ryu reopened his eyes and lowered his head to observe his fellow commuters. It was five minutes after five. Rush-hour traffic meant this bus ride was going to be a long one. Even so, the bus wasn’t too crowded yet. Those who rode had their heads buried in newspapers or eyes glued to their phones.

Ryu scoffed.

Must have been wonderful — actually wanting to look at your phone. For him, every text meant the difference between life and death.

The bus stopped at Rosedale and East Point Ave., and a teenager got on. Her gingery-brown hair was pulled into a high ponytail. Ryu jostled forward in his seat and watched as the girl flashed a day pass. She turned ...

And he felt his body calm.

It wasn’t her, after all.

Now that Ryu saw the girl in full view—dressed not in their uniform but casual clothes—he realized she wasn’t even what people like them would be called back in Japan., hāfu. An easy mistake to make. Haruna Mitsukai didn’t look especially Japanese—save for her slight frame, her heart-shaped face, a certain something. But Haruna’s light hair was like this girl’s, the same colour, always in a ponytail, and Haruna’s wide, double-lidded eyes were green. Or blue. Ryu could never quite tell which it was. Her eyes always seemed to change colour.

“24 Park Lane.”

Ryu turned to his right, offering a weary glance at the back door as the bus came to a lurching stop. The familiar ding sounded, and a greying man pressed against the door to exit. A bevy of people came in through the front. The robotic tone of the automated bus announcer came again: “Next stop, 48 Park Lane.”

Public transit was the pits.

Ryu skipped through his playlist. Next song, Everyday Struggle. He glanced again at the back of Ponytail-Girl’s head, watching the sway of her hair as she stood, struggling to maintain balance, her grip fixed on a yellow pole as the bus became more and more packed.

How could Ryu possibly take that girl for Haruna? No way would she be caught on one of these nasty buses.

Like most others at Shady Glenn Academy, those of privilege, she lived in the surrounding neighbourhood it was named after. Like any other elite, gated community, Shady Glenn Estates had large houses on vast lots with grand driveways room enough for two or more high-end cars. They had well-tailored gardens and manicured lawns. They also had sidewalks that were clean and unsullied, their use seeming to be reserved for walking prized purebred dogs or children who drove their own motorized miniatures. Those who didn’t walk to the Academy, those beyond the gated community, drove or were chauffeured. 

As expected.

Ryu didn’t have such luxuries. Not that it bothered him much. He knew what wealth looked like, even if he’d never been to Shady Glenn Estates. As far as he was concerned, those people with their ivory-white smiles and cookie-cutter lives didn’t know how hard life could really be.

Or how easily it could be snuffed out.

Ryu was reminded of Seth.

How could anyone find girls like Gabrielle — like Haruna (especially Haruna) — attractive? If all the world really was a stage, as Shakespeare said, she was an actress worthy of a Tony Award: a girl who knew exactly where to stand, when to smile, and who was watching. Ryu seldom found girls attractive, but to him, Haruna was the ugliest. Gabrielle came in a close second.

Who was Ryu to tell Seth he was chasing calamity and that no girl was worth the trouble? This was Seth Jordan. The boy couldn’t be persuaded. Maybe it was the one trait they both had most in common: pure stubbornness.

Seth was Ryu’s closest friend at the Academy, the only one who even knew what Ryu’s Friday evening looked like. The other guys — Tim Simms, Jackson Noh, Kevin Tsang, and Cody Yow — were just more actors. Seth was real, but his weakness was like everyone else’s. He would never understand Ryu’s life, no matter how he tried. One day in Ryu’s world, and he’d crumble under the gravity.

“Red Creek Road and Main Street.”

He looked out the window, its outside streaked with a week’s worth of dust and grime. The sky had turned navy blue. It must have been nearly six o’clock. He yawned as the bus twisted along the familiar block, known for its broken and grubby sidewalks and its weatherworn, graffiti-scratched buildings. The bus drove onwards, jerking and rocking, crossing one or two of the road’s many potholes. It passed the usual storefronts, dingy, deserted, and barred with grills. Those metal bars kept valuables in and the valueless out — the kind of people who frequented the area late at night, the dishevelled, downtrodden locals with yellowed teeth and dead eyes. This strip was at the heart of East Campbelton, and ground zero for tomorrow night’s ventures. 

Just farther on, just twelve minutes later, the scene would change again.

Ryu rubbed his eyes. 

When he removed his hand, coming into view was the secluded property surrounded by ancient pine and maple trees, secured by gunmetal grey fencing. On the lot was the large residence, legendary despite being rendered in generic tones of pewter and beige.

This was home.

“893 Wood Valley Crescent.”

Breathing out, Ryu lifted an arm to pull the string. The bus crawled to a stop, and he got to his feet, hands dug into the hoodie’s front pouch, fingers brushing against the brown paper bag.

Another day. Another hustle.

With heavy strides, Ryu ploughed through the exit doors and faced the dark.

When the world knows beauty as beauty, ugliness arises. When it knows good as good, evil arises.

​– Tao Te Ching, 2
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A SINGLE VOICE POURED out, soft and melodic, carrying each chord into the next. With every note, the choir followed as the serenade of the grand piano led them on. The room filled with music, beautiful yet haunting. A single girl, the soloist, stood in the centre, her lips pulled into an eager smile as she arrived at the long-awaited chorus:

“Fall on your knees. Oh, hear the Angels' —” 

“NO!” 

The word cut through the room. The girl faltered, and everything came to a sudden halt, including the piano. The fifteen other children in the choir all stood around, confused. Frustration may have entered their thoughts as well, but none risked showing it in their faces as Sister Anne marched towards them. Her large eyes, flanked by several folds of wrinkles, passed over them all before settling most accusingly on the girl whose solo she had cut short.

“Your pitch is off,” Sister Anne declared tersely. The girl lowered her head as Sister Anne shifted her focus to the others. “And the rest of you. Where is the feeling? The passion? This is the night Christ was born. These are not merely words on a page. You have to make the audience feel the spirit of Christ.”

She groaned and rubbed at her forehead, which had become blotchy and pink; a line of perspiration glistened under the brim of her black veil. “Dear me! One of the greatest hymns, and you’re not doing it a lick of justice, now are you?”

By this point, all sixteen of the children were glancing at their feet, into their hymn books, their fingers... anywhere but at the old nun, whose words never failed to be harsh. But this was her way. And none knew this better than— 

“Haruna, dear!”

Haruna jumped in her seat. She assembled a polite smile, then swivelled to face her.

“Er, yes, Sister Anne?”

The woman gazed back, disappointment clear in her expression, fists planted at the m of wide hips. “You’ve been just slightly out of time. Goodness, are you even playing the right chords, dear?”

“I’m sorry, Sister Anne. I thought I was in C major —”  

“The chorus, dear — I’m talking about the chorus.” Sister Anne heaved another sigh. She directed her eyes to the ceiling as though begging the Almighty Himself for assistance or perhaps, Haruna thought darkly, desiring Him to smite them all. The woman shook her head and then stalked off to the side.

“We’re starting over from the top. Haruna, dear, start again. Dun-a-na-dun-na-na-dun-a-na-dun-na-na — go on.”

Haruna scowled down at the grand piano. She found her position, her fingers set stiff against its keys. She began the melody. Once Sister Anne gave the signal, the choir started to hum. Haruna shut her eyes, visualizing the notes.

There was only a short list of things Haruna hated more than playing hymns on the piano, though the violin and clarinet were not much better. She wasn’t completely awful with instruments. And she did like music. Nothing made Haruna happier than a weekend at the Summer Jazz Festival. But regardless of style, none of it came naturally. And it felt like such a burden. A chore. The thought of having to replay the same song for what must have been the seventh time that evening made Haruna want to scream.

It didn’t help that Sister Anne was the most abrasive sort of strict. Haruna was a dedicated member of the church, from altar server to junior mentor for Holy Eternal Sacrifice Youth Group and Choir. She was admired, even by Sister Anne. Though Haruna never quite escaped Anne’s wrath of criticism, she often softened the blows with terms of endearment: “Dear.”

Haruna had found that the best way to please Sister Anne was by doing the same thing she did to please her grandmother. By “accepting” that Sister Anne was always right.

Always.

“Well, that’s it for tonight,” the nun announced at last. “We’ll continue rehearsals next week. And Haruna, you ought to focus your practice on Silent Night. I suspect it will be a difficult one for you, dear.”

Haruna blinked. Silent Night? Really? What’s next, ABC? Twinkle Twinkle? She nodded, flashing the brightest smile she could manage, then pulled on her fall jacket and offered quick goodbyes to Sister Anne and the children.

Then Haruna made her escape. She wanted nothing more than to hear the words “that’s it.”

She’d had enough.

––––––––
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ONCE THROUGH THE DOORS, her boyfriend was sitting there, his head propped against the wall and his mouth open. Smirking, Haruna walked over and slapped his knee.

“Hey you. Wake up,” she whispered.

He flinched, and his eyes fluttered open. “Wha — oh, you’re finished?” he responded sluggishly, releasing a quick yawn.

“Yup. And ready to go when you are,” Haruna said, already heading up the stairs.

“Wow, that was long, wasn’t it? Hope Sister Anne didn’t give too much trouble,” he joked.

She rolled her eyes. “I can’t wait until Agatha comes back.”

Agatha was an elderly woman who played the piano for the choir’s recitals, though officially she was the church’s organist. Due to an unfortunate fall and subsequent hip displacement, she had been away for many months. It was nonetheless expected she would return in the coming weeks.

Mani lifted a brow. “That bad, eh?”

Bad didn’t even fully define it.

“So she says — get this.” Haruna lifted her chin, mimicking Sister Anne’s clipped cadence, “‘I suspect it will be a difficult one for you — dear.’ Are you kidding me? Like I didn’t nail that in grade three?”

Mani let out a low whistle. “Oof.”

“And I just don’t get why she’s so harsh on them. They’re kids! The Christmas Pageant is still well over a month — no — two months away. They’ve got plenty of time!”

“Well, you know the Sister’s all about perfecting the small details,” Mani noted.

“What details? There’s no way to perfect O Holy Night. It’s either you nail it or you don’t.” Haruna stopped as they neared the exit. She spun on her heels to face Mani with a sulk. “You’re lucky. I guess youth ministers like you get to sleep on the job, huh?”

Mani grinned, shrugging his shoulders as they arrived at the top of the staircase leading out from the church basement. His hands were buried in the sides of his jeans.

“I’m just here to lift heavy stuff.”

Haruna turned from him with a snort. “Ugh, you and your jokes.”

She shuddered as Mani’s long arms swooped around her, pulling her into a hug. His chest was warm against her back, and the musk of his cologne was hypnotic. All her tension, all her frustrations seemed to melt away.

Mani was like a legend out of two stories.

Perfection personified — white grin, dimpled cheeks, chiselled jaw... With his dark curls and sculpted features, he looked like a carbon copy of one of Zeus’s many offspring. If Haruna had to choose, she’d go with Apollo — the god of light and poetry.

But Mani didn’t just ooze charisma — he had something extra. That fabled je ne sais quoi. He’d open a car door with that easy charm, murmuring a soft “Salut, ma belle,” flashing a smile that could sway a cathedral-full of nuns.

Myth and manners.

Not a faulty assessment, Haruna often thought. Mani wasn’t just like something out of a story. He was real. A seamless combination of both — French and Greek. Fluent in French because of his Francophone maman. An enthusiast of all things Greek, courtesy of his Greek-Canadian baba. He was like her, a blend of things, and he owned it with pride. She loved that about him.

Haruna placed a hand on his.

“The rehearsals took forever. I’m glad you waited, though,” she murmured, smiling to herself. “And for taking me to dinner earlier, thank you. With all the stress I’ve felt lately, I don’t know what I would have done without you.”

Mani’s voice was smooth like a bass. “The stress is good. Like Baba says — if you can take it, you can dish it.”

Haruna shook her head and sighed. That sure sounded like something Mani’s father would say. The infamous Ioudas Vangelis. He’d started out as a cut-throat tycoon, inherited the family business, then expanded it through takeovers. Decades ago, he made Forbes Canadian Top 30 Under 30. He’d fallen in love with politics, and now he was a city councillor.

Mani’s chin braced along the top of her head. “I’m concerned. Seems without me you’d have to keep all these mini rants to yourself.”

Haruna broke from his hold and stepped away. “Oh, shut up.”

She glanced slyly at him from the side, watching his eyes, bright and mischievous, like silver coins. He laughed the kind of laugh one would expect from someone of his stature. Bold. Husky. He cupped her face, brushing quick kisses against both her cheeks. Haruna beamed. He always knew just what to do and say.

“Hey, do you need a ride home?” he asked, a single arm slung over her shoulder as he coaxed her in alongside him. He opened the door, leading her outside as they took in the cool night air.

She leaned into his shoulder, her face tilting up to meet his gaze. She felt the onset of a blush as he smiled back, flaunting the dimples dotting his cheeks. She nodded. Mani was kind to her. 

It didn’t hurt that he also drove a Mercedes.

“You two look a little close.”

That voice. Haruna whipped around to face her, the woman who stared back from a distance, her crystal, almost translucent eyes flitting between them. Her mouth, adorned in its usual hue of pale plum lipstick, was set in a grimace.

“Hello, Marie — er — Ms. Smith,” Mani greeted, his voice hoarse as though he hadn’t spoken in a while. He coughed awkwardly, clearing his throat.

“Hello, Mr. Vangelis,” the woman, Ms. Smith — Ms. Marie Smith — responded with a half-smile. She gave a faint nod, and then her eyes darted with hawk-like precision back to Haruna.

“Grandmother...” Haruna’s voice was small. She sidestepped away from Mani, leaving a great big distance between them. “I... I didn’t know you were coming.”

“Yes, well, I supposed since I was passing by, I could pick you up. The meeting ended early.”

After a tense few seconds of uncomfortable silence, Mani excused himself. “Uh, well, I’d better get going.”

“Right then. Pleasure seeing you,” Marie said with a wave, her sterling silver and pearl bracelets rattling along her thick wrist.

“Ah, and you,” said Mani, perfect teeth on display.

Haruna bid farewell to her boyfriend, and the three splintered off into two and one, towards their cars. Their time was cut short, but at least Haruna would be able to see Mani in a couple of days, on Sunday for weekly Mass.

The few minutes of peace that existed as grandmother and granddaughter entered the car, buckled their seatbelts, and vacated the parking lot ended with a lecture.

“Now, I know Emmanuel is a good boy, a good Catholic boy from a good home. But remember what I said about boys, Catherine?”

Haruna gave an obedient nod. “Yes, Grandmother.”

“I’m sure he treats you well and he’s charming and all, but you know these boys are trouble. And your education comes first. It always comes first.”

“I understand, Grandmother.”

“And you know well enough the only reason I’ve allowed you to have a boyfriend at all is because it’s that boy. But even if it’s him, you know I would never tolerate sinning against the Lord.”

“Yes, Grandmother.”

“Even your mother didn’t have a boyfriend at your age. I simply forbade it.”

Haruna lifted her head, her curiosity piqued. Though officially retired, Marie still managed Irving-Smith LLP — the law firm she’d co-founded with Haruna’s late grandfather. Back then she was a lawyer, not just full-time but overtime, always “in a meeting.” Haruna already knew for a fact that her own mother, Grace, once attended a boarding school. Grace had to follow the same old rules, but Haruna didn’t dare say what she truly wanted to say. That Marie could never know what her daughter did, given that her daughter was never home. 

And as a matter of fact, neither was Marie.

“So, Dad was Mum’s first boyfriend?” Haruna asked.

“Yes, well, unfortunately.”

Haruna lowered her head, a gloomy tug at her insides. She remained silent, pretending not to notice the bitterness in her grandmother’s tone.

Marie always acted like Haruna’s father was some kind of crook, like he was to blame for what happened to his wife — or to himself. But from the few photos Haruna had seen, he didn’t look dangerous. He looked... careful. The type who always pressed his shirts and wore that tight, apologetic smile like it was stitched into him. Not textbook like Mani, but definitely not the type to cut class or sneak a cigarette behind the gym.

Marie cleared her throat.

“Anyway, that’s not the point, now, is it? I’m perfectly fine with Emmanuel, love — but all that... that kind of public display — at church of all places — is quite inappropriate, Catherine.”

“Right,” Haruna mumbled, resting her cheek in her hand as she leaned her elbow on the base of the car window.

“And marriage, dear. That’s where...”

After continuing in this vein for five more minutes, Marie’s grip firm on the leather steering wheel, she shifted topics. First came the questions about the youth group’s choir session. It wasn’t a topic Haruna wanted to revisit, though she supposed it was a welcome departure from another “boyfriend sermon,” or ramblings about “the wayward ways” of today’s youth.

“It went well,” Haruna lied, adding that the pageant was sure to be a smashing success, as it was every year.

“Good, good,” Marie said proudly. “I’m delighted that they asked you to play for them, too. Your mother was so gifted with the piano. Why, when Gracie played, it was just lovely. I remember it like yesterday...”

Haruna stared absently through the windshield, gazing at the road ahead.

They approached the community gates, with the grand placard "Shady Glenn Estates" carved in elegant letters and mounted at the front. The car pulled to a stop, and Marie reached into one of several compartments for the key card. She lowered the window, swiped the card against the slot, and the gates opened. The car rolled forward, passing through the entrance.

They were home.

For the remainder of the evening, Haruna was about the house like a
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