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For all the bold girls and ferocious women

And for the people who love them wildly





I’m not afraid of storms, for I’m learning how to sail my ship.

—LOUISA MAY ALCOTT, LITTLE WOMEN
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Prologue

We Were Eight

I met George Saint James the day my mom vanished.

The night before, I fell asleep the same way I always did—wishing for something extraordinary to happen. At eight years old, I was certain of one thing: I was destined for great adventures.

In the morning, a heavy spring rain attacked the last of the snow, liberating purple and white crocus blossoms from their icy beds. My older brothers and I knelt by the window, watching tire grooves fill with heaven-sent tears. Mom’s station wagon was missing.

Our dad barely spoke when we roused him, but as he sipped his first cup of coffee, he told us our mother had gone home. Only Darwin, who was twelve, seemed to understand what that meant. Moby was ten, and I could tell he was as confused as me.

This was our house. Wasn’t this home?

Dad couldn’t say how long Mom would be gone, but he assured us she’d come back, and we had no choice but to believe him.

As soon as the rain tapered to a drizzle, we were kicked outside. Without Mom to patiently comb out the tangles, my hair was a ratty mass. I was still wearing my nightgown, but Darwin made sure I put on my rubber boots and yellow raincoat. Moby fetched the basketball.

I wanted to play, but my brothers wouldn’t pass to me. They never passed to me. I yelled and stomped in puddles, but they kept chucking the ball over my head. Fed up, I grabbed the green butterfly net from the mudroom and set about trying to capture a creature in the thicket at the edge of the field. A worm, a grasshopper, maybe even a frog.

Instead, I found something far more exciting—a pale brown rabbit sitting in the fresh blades of grass. It had long velvety ears and a twitching pink nose. I was going to catch it, and oh, how jealous Darwin and Moby would be.

But patience had always eluded me. I charged after the rabbit, twigs cracking beneath my feet, and off it went, bounding across the field. I chased it all the way to the cedar hedge that bordered the neighboring property. The rabbit didn’t know what I did: The woman who lived in the Big House next door was a witch. And witches had all sorts of uses for rabbits. I had to save it.

I followed the dense wall of evergreen to a gap wide enough to slip through. I peered through the branches and gasped when I saw a pair of dark blue eyes squinting at me from the other side.

I’d never seen the boy before. He was winter pale with round, rosy cheeks and dark eyelashes. His hair was buzzed short. Freckles dotted his little nose, and he was the same height as me. He was nothing to be afraid of.

“Hello, I’m Francesca.” I stuck out my palm, like Dad taught me. “But you can call me Frankie.”

The boy blinked, and I wondered if he might run away. But then his hand shot out suddenly, and he took mine in his.

“I’m George.”

Hands on hips, I gave him a thorough inspection. He had no rubber boots, no raincoat, and his pants had a hole in the knee. All he had to keep him warm was a hooded sweatshirt with a stain on the sleeve.

“Were you watching me?” I asked.

“No.” He blushed. “Well, not for long.”

“What are you doing over there?” The Big House was no place for a boy, especially one as soft-looking as George. He’d need defending. Maybe even rescuing. My toes curled at the thrill of it.

“I live here now,” he said, sounding resigned.

I gaped at him. “You live there?” I pointed at the imposing stone house behind him. “With the witch?”

“She’s not a witch. She’s my grandmother.”

“I hate to tell you this, George,” I said, relishing the moment, “but your grandmother is definitely a witch.”

How did he not know? The gardens were overgrown. The old greenhouse was full of plants for potions. She rarely went outside, and she was always dressed in swathes of black. Plus, Darwin swore he’d seen her chanting over a large, bubbling pot one night when he went spying.

“She is not,” George said.

I narrowed my eyes. “Prove it,” I said. “Take me inside, and if there’s no cauldron or lizard tails or newt eyes, I’ll believe you.”

“There are none of those things. It’s just a normal house.”

My disappointment was swift. “Oh.”

“But there’s a black cat,” he said quickly. “His name is Baryshnikov.”

“Really?”

“Yeah, but that’s it. I’ve never seen anything witchy.”

George might think the Big House was normal, but there had to be secrets lurking inside, waiting to be uncovered.

“Can you show me?”

“You want to come over?” I could tell he couldn’t believe it—that he thought I might change my mind.

“Yes!” I said. “I’ve been waiting ages for something interesting to happen.”

“I’m not interesting.” His blush ripened like summer berries.

“I’ll be the judge of that,” I said. “Please. I’m utterly desperate for an adventure.”

He laughed—a bright, bursting sound, like bubble gum popping. “You’re utterly desperate for an adventure?” he asked.

“Yes,” I told him. “Aren’t you?”

He looked at me, considering, and nodded. “Come on, then. Follow me.”

So I did. I followed George into the Big House, and nothing was ever the same.

For either of us.




THE MANOR




CHAPTER ONE

Everything glitters tonight. The ornate crystal chandeliers with their shimmering teardrops. The fairy lights strung in the trees outside. Even me.

I’m surrounded by my most cherished friends and family members, seated like a queen among her subjects, in the elegant dining room of a historic country manor. The table before me is laid with French linens, golden cutlery, and dozens of votive candles, each ringed in a glowing halo. I watch their flickering reflection in the brass urns that brim with peonies.

My eyelids are gilded, my honey-blond hair is freshly highlighted, and my dress is made from champagne silk as light as meringue. On my left hand is a colossal pale yellow diamond I haven’t had time to get used to. I’m as polished as an opal, but I feel like I can’t breathe.

I never thought I’d get married, yet here I am, two days before my second wedding.

Not that the first one counted.

A pianist in a tuxedo and bow tie is playing something gentle on the Steinway, but for a moment, all of it falls away. Time slips, and I’m at that first wedding under the apple tree.

We recited our vows beneath its branches, a confetti of fallen fruit at our feet. My gown: fashioned from an old curtain as if I were a von Trapp child. My bouquet: a posy of violets plucked from the garden, stems tied with kitchen twine. There was a thumbprint-sized stain on his sweater from my mother’s apple-berry crisp—he was always eating and always making a mess of himself. I remember studying that tiny purple splotch before he started speaking.

Frankie, I promise …

A cool hand settles on my wrist.

“Frankie?”

I blink back to the present. I feel the scaffolding of bobby pins digging into my skull as they hold my lion’s mane in a polite French twist. Taste the sticky cotton candy flavor of my lip gloss. Feel the slide of silk over my thighs. Sense my bridesmaid’s concerned gaze.

“Frankie?” Aurora says again, her espresso eyes narrowed on me. “Are you all right?” Her fingers are like five tiny icicles against my skin. I swear she’s half lizard—she’s always cold.

Her braids are swept off her face on one side, a waterfall of black morphing to purple and then pastel pink. Her lips are painted in a blush similar to her one-shouldered dress. Aside from the tattoos that cover one arm, she looks like woodland creatures and a fairy godmother helped her dress this evening.

“I’m fine,” I say. My gaze shifts to the empty chair, and the knots in my stomach tighten. “I’ll be back in a minute.”

I don’t wait for her response before I duck out to the hallway. I find a dark nook under the mahogany staircase and call him. It goes straight to voicemail. I lean my forehead on the brocade wallpaper and leave another message.

“It’s me. Again. The front desk says you still haven’t checked in. Please tell me you’ll be here. I need you, George. I don’t think I can do this without you.”

I shut my eyes and take a deep inhale, pushing down my dread.

I return to my seat—Aurora and her girlfriend, Betty, on one side and my fiancé on the other. I lean into Nate, squeezing his hand as he kisses my cheek.

Tonight’s six-course welcome dinner is the beginning of our wedding festivities, and I want to enjoy myself. Not enjoy myself to the degree I would have at the height of my unbridled twenties, but enjoy myself in a manner befitting a responsible thirty-year-old woman about to wed a prizewinning mathematics professor.

Nate’s sixteen years older than me, but his head of thick ginger hair makes him look far younger than forty-six. He has swirling hazel eyes, and although he’s clean-shaven for the wedding, he’s often sporting a few days of stubble. His smile comes effortlessly and often. Tonight, he’s dressed in a navy suit, but it’s easier to picture him in a kilt, trekking across the Scottish Highlands, than teaching probability theory in a lecture hall.

I look around the room, avoiding the empty chair beside George’s grandmother, Mimi. I never dreamed of being a bride, but if I had, I wouldn’t have envisioned a wedding this elaborate. Darlington Manor and its estate sprawl over one hundred acres of forest and meadows an hour east of Toronto. For the next few days, its antiques-appointed guest rooms, immaculately landscaped gardens, Michelin-starred restaurant, and scenic hiking trails are at our disposal.

Nate was a broke grad student when he got married the first time—he and his ex had a city hall ceremony and met their friends at a pub afterward. The bride wore jeans. That sounded pretty great to me, but Nate wanted to go big. Celebrate. Feast. He’d said that last word with a fair brow cocked, knowing exactly how to capture my interest.

I’ve thrown myself into planning the menus with the chef, discussing each dish, tasting every morsel. Tomorrow, as more guests arrive, there will be a number of experiences to choose from, with good food at the center of each. They can hunt for morels, wild leeks, and fiddleheads with an expert forager or take a horseback ride into the woods for a picnic lunch cooked over an open fire. There’s a wine-tasting session in the estate’s stunning one-hundred-year-old cellar, accompanied by artisanal cheeses and preserves. In the evening, a smaller group will gather for the wedding rehearsal, followed by a dinner for all of our friends.

The crescendo is, of course, Saturday’s ceremony and reception. Our guest list is one hundred and twenty people deep. My dress was the price of a small car. For the processional, a string quartet has learned “Orchard House,” the theme from 1994’s Little Women—the greatest film of all time. (I will hear no arguments to the contrary.)

I’ve always related to Jo March. I’m stubborn, hotheaded, and independent. I never wanted a partner, until I did. I’m not particularly vain, except when it comes to my hair. I used to hate the part in the movie when Jo turned down Laurie’s proposal—I thought Professor Bhaer was too old and boring. Then I grew up, and I met Nate.

He caught me checking him out in line at the coffee shop. I’d recently quit my job as a sous chef in a blaze of fury and burnout, and I was two weeks into a career change and a more balanced routine when I saw him. Nate smiled, and the rest of his face followed. The corners of his eyes. The lines around his mouth. It was like watching a time-lapse video of a flower blooming. He struck up a conversation, asked for my number, and sent a text an hour later.


Have dinner with me Saturday.



The period at the end of the sentence enthralled me. I was impressed by how direct he was and how easily he stated what he wanted. There were no games. No pretense. No bad pickup lines. Nate was a man. And I wanted to grow up.

Aurora thinks all the times I’ve read and watched Little Women were something of a manifestation. I was finally ready for a serious relationship, and the universe sent me a professor, just like Jo.

“He’s probably the one,” Aurora said before our first date. She’s a die-hard romantic, but she was right. Six months later, Nate asked me to marry him and I moved into his Seaton Village town house.

A server in a black vest sets a gold-rimmed plate in front of me. On it are three crab-stuffed ravioli. I push them around with my fork, listening absently to the overlapping conversations. Nate is talking about his next triathlon, Aurora and Betty are laughing at something Mimi said, and my mother is chatting with my future mother-in-law about our honeymoon.

Nate and I are staying at the manor for a few nights following the wedding, but the real getaway is in July. We’ve booked a week at a resort in Tofino, a remote rainforest beach paradise on the periphery of Vancouver Island. We have a villa right on the ocean.

My mom catches me staring, and a look of concern flashes across her face. My smile has fallen. I put it back on, hoping she’ll mistake the sheen of sweat on my skin for a prenuptial glow. Aurora talks to her mom about everything, but I don’t confide in mine the same way. Mom has no idea that my lifelong best friend might not show up. She loves George, and the feeling is mutual. My relationship with her is more complicated.

She left our family for a year and a half when I was eight. My brothers were able to forgive and forget, but I’ve always struggled to reconcile the woman who left with the one who came back. I’d changed during her absence, but she’d changed even more.

“You’re being strange,” Aurora says as I send George another text beneath the table.


You said you’d do this. You promised to be my best man.



I tuck my phone under my thigh. “Am I?”

“You’ve barely eaten.” She looks pointedly at my untouched plate.

I’m no longer a chef, but I still love food. In every way. I love talking about food. Shopping for it. Preparing it. And I love eating best of all.

But I’m too nervous to have more than a taste of the ravioli. What if George changed his mind?

He’s been drifting away from me the last few years. I haven’t seen him since we yelled at each other in the field behind my parents’ house at Christmas, but I never thought he’d shut me out completely.

“You keep sneaking glances at your phone,” Aurora says.

“No, I don’t.”

In response, she gives me the look. Unlike me, Aurora doesn’t have an argumentative bone in her body, but she does have the look. Eyebrows raised. Lips set in a flat line. It’s her way of calling me out without calling me out.

I force myself to take a bite. “Better?” I ask with my mouth full.

She smiles. “Very bridal.”

I stick my tongue out at the same time Nate’s mother peers at us through slitted eyes. She doesn’t like me, and I can’t blame her for being wary since Nate and I have known each other for only a year. But I will win her over.

“You’re doing it again,” Aurora says as I move the food around my plate.

“Doing what?”

“Not eating.”

She glances around the room. “He’s not running late, is he?”

That’s what I’ve told everyone—that George hit traffic on his way from the airport. I asked Mimi, but she hasn’t heard from him today, either.

I shake my head, my gut churning.

“It wouldn’t be the end of the world, would it, if he didn’t come?” Aurora asks.

I try to laugh at the false optimism in her voice, but it gets lodged in my throat like an over-chewed wad of gum. For twenty-two years, George has always been there when it’s mattered most. Aurora squeezes my hand, and even though her fingers are glacial, I hold on tight.

“You’re about to start a whole new chapter of your life. If he decides he doesn’t want to be part of it, that’s his loss.”

The backs of my eyes sting, and I look at the chandeliers to stop the tears. George is my best friend. I want him in every chapter.

When my phone vibrates, I’m so sure it’ll be him that the sight of my brother’s name on the screen feels like an anvil on my chest.


	Moby:
	You look like you’re about to puke. It’s not too late to call this thing off.




I hide my screen so Nate doesn’t catch the message and glare at Moby across the table. He and Darwin have already tried to talk me out of the wedding. They staged a bumbling intervention over breakfast the morning after my bachelorette party.

You haven’t even had a serious boyfriend before. What’s the emergency?

But Moby is right about one thing—I might throw up.

“I need the bathroom,” I tell Aurora.

And then I see him.




CHAPTER TWO

George stands in the arched entryway. For a moment, I wonder if my mind is playing tricks on me. But no.

My best friend has come, and everything is going to be okay.

He’s surprisingly unrumpled, dressed in a black jacket and white shirt, both pristine, but his chestnut hair is a whorling mess. As usual, he’s in desperate need of a cut—dark waves careen over his forehead and swerve around his ears.

Aurora once called George a real-life Clark Kent, which I thought was a little excessive, although he is tall and handsome. He’s also a bespectacled reporter with a do-gooder streak, no sense of self-preservation, and a jawline some people might describe as chiseled. The glasses are squarish and black, and he’s had them, or ones like them, since he went to journalism school. I swear he went out and bought the exact frames an actor playing a reporter on TV would wear. I made fun of him, naturally.

George looks around the room with an inscrutable expression. When his eyes meet mine, I stand so fast my chair topples.

For a moment we watch each other, but then a smile whispers across his face. It’s a gentle tug of his lips, something another person would miss. I charge across the room, bridal poise be damned, and throw my arms around his middle. We don’t usually embrace like this, and he stiffens before I feel him relax. His arms circle my back, his chest rising on a long inhalation. I shut my eyes for a beat. For the first time tonight, I can breathe.

“You’re here,” I say, pulling back so I can stare up at him. My grin might be permanent.

George studies me with night-blue eyes more familiar than my own. “I’m here.”

“I called. I left messages. I was worried.”

“Sorry. My phone died somewhere over the Atlantic.” I watch his throat move as he swallows. “Listen, can we talk?”

“George,” Nate says, coming to my side. My fiancé puts an arm around my waist and extends his hand.

Nate wins people over with his smile and his uncanny ability to recall the tiniest of details from previous conversations. He’s self-assured, kind, and respected by both his colleagues and his students. He’s immensely likable.

To everyone but George.

While I’ve felt time and distance pulling at the seams of our friendship, no one knows me better than George. And I know him, too.

I clasped his hand while a doctor sewed eight tidy stitches into his side when we were kids.

I sat with him as he sobbed on our apartment floor, holding him as tightly as I could.

I was the person George called the night he thought he was going to die.

I have his name tattooed on my rib cage, just like mine is tattooed on his.

So I know that when George looks at my fiancé and his right eye gives an almost imperceptible flicker, it’s because he doesn’t like him. His smile is a suggestion—the smooth grin veiling his true feelings. When George shakes his hand and tells Nate it’s good to see him, I know he isn’t being genuine, but I don’t mind. Because George is here, and he’s going to pretend to like Nate. He’s going to do it for me. I’m certain that the next few days will change his opinion of Nate. Once he spends more time with him, he’ll love him like everyone else does.

“We’re so glad to have you,” Nate says sincerely. He doesn’t dabble in jealousy, and he believed me when I told him George and I have no romantic history. Like any decades-spanning relationship, there’s been plenty of drama. But no kissing.

Unless you count that one time.

(I don’t.)

We’d make a terrible couple. We’re Laurie and Jo, too similar and too hotheaded to bend the way a relationship requires.

“I’m Frankie’s best man,” George replies simply. “I wouldn’t miss it for the world.”

Before we can say anything more, George is surrounded by the Gardiners. Mimi watches from the table, laughing at the fray. George is on the receiving end of hugs from Darwin and Moby, then my parents. There’s a strong family resemblance. We’re all fair-haired, and I have my mom’s strange purple-blue eyes. Darwin and Dad are almost comically similar—six feet tall, barrel-chested, uncomfortable in formal wear. They even work side by side in the family cabinetry business. Moby has the height but otherwise couldn’t be more different. He lives in Ottawa and works as a cybersecurity engineer. He’s thirty-two but acts like he’s a teenager. Tonight, he’s dressed in a trompe l’oeil T-shirt that looks like a tuxedo.

George has always been treated like family. He’s my mom’s favorite child. It’s Darwin who eventually pries her off him.

“Let him have some air, Mom,” he says, then proceeds to hook an elbow around George’s neck. “He’s not strong enough to hold you up forever.”

“Now, now,” Moby says, squeezing George’s biceps. “It looks like little Georgie’s been bulking up.”

George does look thicker than he did in December, but maybe it’s the suit. The Gardiner men are tall, but George stretches even higher. When we were thirteen, he went to live with his dad for seven months in Montreal, and when he came back, he’d outgrown fifteen-year-old Moby and had almost caught up to Darwin, who was seventeen. The sudden shock of height had transformed him from a husky, baby-faced boy into a skinny, soon-to-be fourteen-year-old with long limbs and a deep voice that didn’t seem to fit right.

“You look tired,” my mom says to him. She frets about George—how much he travels, whether he’s getting enough rest. She reaches up to push a curl off his forehead. A lost cause. “But better than you did last month.”

“You were home?” He didn’t tell me. There was a time when George and I spent every waking hour together, when I knew where he was at all times.

“It was a quick visit,” George says. “Less than thirty-six hours.”

George is an environmental journalist and spent most of his twenties reporting from all corners of the country. But for the past three years, he’s traveled so much farther and so regularly that I rarely see him. Our birthdays are four days apart and we try to celebrate together, but sometimes it’s not feasible. Last year he was in Brazil, researching for a story about the deforestation of the Cerrado savanna. He bought a condo in Toronto as a home base, although it’s usually occupied by a rotating cast of short-term renters.

“I would have come,” I say. It’s only a two-hour drive from the city. “You should have told me.”

George looks at me in that direct, all-seeing way of his. His glasses are smudged. They’re always smudged. I force myself not to take them from his nose and clean them, the way I normally would.

“Give him a break, Frankie,” Darwin says. “He’s not even in this time zone yet.”

George was just in Bologna for a climate change conference.

“Let them battle it out,” Moby says. “It’s always good for entertainment. It’s been months since their face-off at Christmas.”

Nate frowns, or the upper half of his face does. His mouth stays set in a smile, albeit a confused one. “What face-off?”

“It was nothing,” I say, looking to George. “I don’t even remember what we were squabbling about.”

He barely flinches. “It wasn’t nothing. We were fighting about the stuffing again. You wanted to change it, as always. But everyone likes the old stuffing. What was it … corn bread and pecans that time?”

It’s true. I do try to convince the Gardiner and Saint James families to mix things up at the holidays, but that’s not why we argued. No one corrects the lie.

“You know how they are,” my mom says to Nate.

Nate tilts his head, glancing at me, because no, he doesn’t know how George and I are. Not really. I’ve tried to explain, of course. But our history is so intertwined that it’s impossible to have enough distance to see our friendship clearly, let alone explain it. George is of me, not separate from me.

From the day we met at eight years old, we were inseparable. Back then, I was protective of him, the shy, squinting new kid who seemed wary of everyone but me. Dad started calling George my missing rib. As in, “Where’s your rib?” Or, “How’s your rib? Haven’t seen him since this morning.”

Then George got glasses and stopped squinting. He grew taller and bolder. He became handsome and popular. He was still my partner in crime, but he didn’t need me to protect him anymore.

When we graduated from high school, we moved to Toronto together and shared an apartment. George studied journalism, and I went to culinary school. We were twin rocket ships, bolstering each other while we pursued our own dreams. Until George moved across the country for work, leaving me reeling. Each step in George’s career has taken him farther away, but we maintained our friendship through a never-ending stream of texts and emails. Three years ago, George spent months covering the wildfires that annihilated so much of the country. When he returned, everything was different.

“George, come sit down,” my dad says. “You must be starving. How was your flight?”

I watch George stoop to kiss Mimi, who whispers something in his ear, before he’s absorbed into my family the same way he was when he moved next door. He was like a stray cat. He kept showing up. We kept feeding him. He stuck around. He helped keep us together as much as we helped him.

Nate and I take our seats. Aurora pours me a glass of water and passes the bread basket. “Eat.”




CHAPTER THREE

A metal scouring pad couldn’t wipe the smile from my face. Now that George has arrived, everything is perfect.

I down two flutes of crémant in short order and feel my body unwind. I’m filled with relief.

George has my three-year-old niece, Birdie, in his lap. They’re working on a page in her coloring book together. Darwin and his wife, Anh, look grateful for the reprieve. My mom is plying George with questions about the climate change conference while my dad listens. He’s a man of few words and infinite compassion.

George has already loosened his tie. He’ll undo the top button any moment now. He walked in looking respectable, but he can’t stay tidy for long. He can’t sit still, either. Unless he’s deep in thought, George is in motion. Sometimes I think he shifts around so much because his body needs to burn off what’s happening in his head.

When his eyes meet mine during dessert, I hold up a hand, fingers spread.

Five minutes? I mouth. Outside?

He nods.

I GET PULLED onto the dance floor with Nate. He’s asked the pianist to switch to jazzy pop covers. We’ve been taking dancing lessons in the lead-up to the wedding, although I already knew the waltz, the tango, and the foxtrot. Mimi taught me and George ballroom dancing when we were kids. As a guardian, she wasn’t strict, but as a former ballerina, Mimi was adamant George learn to lead a partner around a dance floor. For years, that partner was me.

George was a natural; I was always trying to lead. Mimi made me dance with my eyes closed so I had no choice but to follow.

Forward, side, together.

Francesca, you have the grace of a rhinoceros.

One, two, three.

Mimi and Nate are the only people who call me Francesca. I’ve never corrected Mimi because she’s a little scary, and Nate gets an exemption because he says I’m too beautiful to be called Frankie.

My fiancé is not a natural dancer, and despite the lessons, we haven’t found our rhythm. He steps on my toes five times while we dance, but I don’t care. When I glance at George, he’s sporting a smug grin.

Rhinoceros. He mouths the word to me, and I laugh so hard tears fall from my eyes.

Five more minutes? I mouth, and he nods.

I LOSE TRACK of time. My cheeks hurt from smiling. Everyone is on the dance floor—even Birdie, who is almost asleep in George’s arms. The pianist finishes his set, and Moby anoints himself Bluetooth DJ. This is when parents and grandparents begin to excuse themselves. Anh takes Birdie to bed, and Darwin procures large tumblers of scotch while Moby hands out edibles. Aurora and Betty are lining up tequila shots. I’m slightly concerned we’re peaking two nights too soon, but then Nate gives me a sloppy kiss with a sloppy grin.

“I love you,” he says. “You make me so happy.”

I kick off my heels.

I MANAGE TO steal Aurora from her girlfriend, and we dance like eighth graders, shuffling with my hands on her shoulders and hers on my waist.

We’ve been friends for five years, since the night I popped into her tattoo parlor on a whim and she told me to come back when I had an appointment. The next morning, I scrolled through her Instagram feed, awed by the level of detail in her work. She can do anything, but she’s known for hyperrealistic flowers and animals. Her hummingbirds are astounding. I read an interview she gave about being a Black artist and how she’s devoted to educating others about the proper techniques for tattooing darker skin tones. The way she spoke about her work—with so much dedication—reminded me of George. I booked an appointment for my second tattoo and walked out with a beautiful labyrinth inked on my shoulder and a new friend.

“I love seeing you like this,” she says.

“Like what?”

“You’re brighter. As soon as George showed up, you came to life.”

I shrug. “He’s my best friend.”

Moments later, the man in question cuts in, tapping Aurora on the shoulder.

“I’m going to steal her from you for a minute,” George says.

She gives him a look that seems like an encouragement and a threat all at once. She knows about the fight.

George tips his chin in acknowledgment, and Aurora leaves us to join Betty and the circle of dancers.

Facing me, George lifts his left palm.

“It’s been a long time,” I say, putting my hand in his and raising my other arm, the starting position of a waltz.

“Don’t worry. I’ve still got it.” He sets his hand below my shoulder blade.

And just like that, George is leading me around the room. And yeah, he’s still got it.

“Show-offs,” Moby shouts.

I smile up at George, but he looks at me strangely, his eyes darting across my face.

“Do I have something in my teeth?”

“No.” He clears his throat. “You look different.”

Aurora did my makeup. She’s managed to bring out the violet in my eyes and make my big mouth look sexy, not clownish.

“I’ve been contoured,” I tell him.

“I don’t know what that is.”

“Count yourself lucky.”

“The dress is …” George seems to struggle to say something nice. It’s a simple slip dress with a low neckline.

“Just say I look good,” I instruct.

“You do,” he says, holding my eyes. “You look beautiful, Frankie.”

I laugh at the strain in his voice. He’s never been good at complimenting my appearance.

“And you look happy,” he adds.

“I am,” I tell him. “I don’t think I’ve ever felt this happy.”

I step on his toes. George presses his hand gently into my back, a reminder that I’ve been forgetting to let him lead. So for the rest of the song, I dance with my eyes closed, the way Mimi taught me. Everything narrows to the music and the movement, the pressure of George’s touch. It’s the only time I hand over control to someone else, and the feeling is one of complete liberation. It’s a sensation I haven’t found elsewhere, and haven’t felt in years, not since George and I danced at Darwin’s wedding.

WHEN THE MUSIC changes, I open my eyes. “I missed that,” I say.

“Me too.” His voice is hoarse.

Sometimes I can still see the lost boy I met so long ago, but there’s no trace of him right now. George’s cherub face has been replaced by hard angles and a dark shadow. He’s sure of himself. Nate has a capable park ranger sort of energy. But George’s confidence is somehow both quieter and totally undeniable.

I’ll never forget him at eight, with those soft pink cheeks and blue eyes staring at me through the cedar hedge. I didn’t know George’s story then, but somehow I knew he needed me. Just like I know something’s wrong now.

“What’s going on?” I ask, our hands still clasped as we move around the room.

His mouth quirks wryly. “Nothing. Although, the gummy was probably unwise.”

“Amateur move. Ingesting anything from Moby’s pocket is a bad idea.”

“He told me it was mild.”

“This is the same person who convinced you to smoke an entire joint the first time you got high.”

We were fourteen. I took one hit, but I think George wanted to impress Moby. Minutes later, he was flying. Moby thought it was hilarious, but I was the one who had to sneak George past Mimi and up to his bedroom, where he alternated between fits of giggles and earnest speeches about our friendship. It would have been sweet, except it lasted for hours.

A smile curves a corner of his mouth. “You’re right. I should know better.”

We look around the room. Moby is roping Nate into a breakdancing competition, and my fiancé is dusting off his shoulders with a grin. Nate will make a fool of himself, and he will not care. I love this about him. He’s a serious person, but he doesn’t take himself too seriously.

“How’s Chiara?” I ask, turning back to George.

His current girlfriend (a strong word given how quickly he moves through them) is an interpreter he met in São Paulo.

“Lara,” he corrects.

I wince. “Sorry.”

George doesn’t talk much about the women he’s sleeping with, and there’s no trace of them on his social media. It’s all panoramic fjords, rare tropical plants, and adorable marsupials. And if you scroll back far enough, walls of fire and forests turned to ash.

But I lived with him for four years and know he gets around. George is always up-front about what he’s looking for and what he can offer. He travels so much, that’s often only a night or two. But there are some women he sees whenever he’s in a certain city. The human rights lawyer in London. The pilot in Vancouver.

“Girlfriends”—partnerships where there’s exclusivity—are rare. So I should remember Lara. He brought her to a dinner party I threw at Nate’s house. But I was too focused on George—it was his second time meeting Nate.

“How is Lara?” I ask.

“Her piece on the endangered spotted rhinoceros of Namibia just won a huge award.”

Lara’s a journalist? Shit. I really wasn’t paying attention. “Wow,” I say. “Tell her congratulations for me.”

He lets out a low chuckle. “Frankie, Lara is an interpreter.”

I shove his shoulder. “I knew it!”

“And there’s no such thing as a spotted rhinoceros.”

“You’re an ass.”

“And Lara and I stopped seeing each other.”

“Oh. You didn’t tell me,” I say, trying not to sound hurt. “How’d she take it?” George is always the heartbreaker, never the broken. It’s understandable why he’s the first to jump ship: his childhood left him with a deeply rooted fear of abandonment. Not that I’m one to talk.

He studies me for a moment. “Not well. But it was a couple of months ago. I’m sure she’s moved on.”

I doubt it.

“I hear Avery Harper-Klyne is single,” I say, and George laughs softly. We went to grade school with Avery, and she’s a running joke in our friendship. Poor woman.

“The entire northern hemisphere has heard that Avery’s single,” he says. She wrote about her divorce in a nineteen-paragraph treatise she shared across multiple platforms.

I smile, and George smiles back at me, and it feels like listening to a familiar melody. But then his grin falters.

“Something is wrong. Tell me.”

“You’re getting married,” he says.

I frown. “And you’re just realizing this?”

“I think it’s only sinking in now.”

I squeeze his hand, and his steps slow.

“I can’t believe we’re here,” he murmurs. “It doesn’t feel like that long ago that we were hiding in the cupboard in the library, arguing about what to put at the center of our labyrinth.”

“A fountain,” I say.

“A secret garden,” he replies.

The debate is canon.

George studies me closely. “You’re happy, Frankie? Really, truly happy?”

My heart catches, and I grin at him.

“I am, George. I promise.”

He gives me the slightest nod, and I can tell he trusts my answer. Promises are important to us. “A promise for a promise?” I ask. It’s a game we used to play. I’ve given him one, and I want one in return.

“Sure,” he says.

“Promise me you’re happy, too?” He’s worried about me, but I’m also worried about him.

It’s at that point when Nate cuts in. I look at George, waiting for him to reply.

“I promise,” he tells me, and then he steps away.

I watch him find my brothers, and I lasso my arms around my fiancé’s neck.

“I love you,” I tell him.

Nate gives me a goofy grin. “I love you, Francesca Gardiner.” Then he tips his head back and shouts, “We’re getting married!”

The room erupts in cheers.

It’s the best night of my life.

Eight hours later, everything falls apart.




CHAPTER FOUR

There’s a note on my pillow when I wake up, but what happens next is almost entirely lost to a black hole of memory.

Nate’s handwriting on the hotel’s blue stationery.


I love you, but I can’t marry you.



His phone going to voicemail.

Pulling out the bobby pins I’d left in my hair the night before, my fingers shaking.

I don’t remember calling Aurora, but I must have because she brings my mom to my room. They band their arms around me while I sob. I can’t recall seeing George, but I know from his scent that he carries me to my parents’ car. He whispers into my hair.

“I’ve got you. It’s going to be okay. I promise. I promise. I promise.”

But it’s Aurora who’s beside me, not George, when I vomit in the back seat.

My dad buys me a ginger ale from a gas station, and my mom says she’s never seen me like this.

“I have,” my dad tells her. “Her ninth birthday.” The one Mom missed.

I’m slumped on Aurora’s shoulder while she fans me with a Darlington Manor brochure. As we get closer to Toronto, it dawns on me: I have nowhere to live. I sit up, panicked, goose bumps breaking out over my clammy legs and arms.

“Where are we going?” I ask.

“Home,” my dad says.

I can’t go back to my parents’ house. I won’t go backward. Whatever’s left of my life, it’s in the city. I can’t get enough oxygen to my lungs. My head feels like a hot-air balloon, ready to lift from my neck and float away. I’ve never passed out before, but I think I might be about to.

“Frankie,” I hear Aurora say. But it sounds like she’s on the ground and I’m in the atmosphere. There’s a strange sound coming from my throat. “Breathe, Frankie.”

“I don’t want to go home. Please.”

Aurora presses a cool hand to my cheek, turning my face to her. She brings our foreheads together. “Breathe.”

I nod, staring at my reflection in her eyes.

“Is she okay?” My mom’s frantic voice brings me back down. I focus on breathing.

“She’s okay,” Aurora says. “And she can stay with us. Betty won’t mind.”

She hands me a bottle of water.

“What about the dress?” I ask. I love my wedding dress. It hasn’t dawned on me yet that I’ll never wear it.

“George will take care of it,” Aurora says. “He’s packing up the rest of your things.”

Dad asks for Aurora’s address, and I lean my head on the window and close my eyes.




CHAPTER FIVE

Aurora and Betty live in a cozy one-bedroom apartment in Toronto. I make a nest on their sofa with every spare blanket and pillow they own. Atomic Yellow, Aurora’s ancient cat, moves into the nest with me. I leave the sofa only when absolutely necessary.

George and my brothers collect my things from Nate’s house, and the space becomes more cramped, even though all I own are clothes, cookbooks, and knives. I gave up most of my stuff when I moved in with Nate.

I have my first panic attack when George tells me he can’t stay. He calms me down and says that he’s sorry but he has an assignment in Peru. I beg him to let me go with him, but he says not now, not yet. He hugs me tight and kisses my temple in a way that feels final.

Nate won’t answer my calls or reply to my texts. I become obsessed with making sense of what happened, the same way I did when I was eight, after it became clear Mom wasn’t coming home anytime soon. The week before she left, I’d been in trouble at school for kicking a boy at recess. He’d been making fun of our teacher’s accent, and I figured he deserved it. Mom was furious. “Why do you have to be so difficult?” she’d said. My brothers and I were a handful, and I knew that had to be part of the reason she’d left.

With Nate, I don’t know how I’ve transgressed, but I must have done something. I tally all my deficiencies (as a partner, a woman, an adult, a daughter, a sister, a colleague) on a piece of paper. It’s a long list. I circle bad temper three times. I hadn’t told Nate the real story of how I quit my last job. I only lost my cool once during our relationship, a few days before we left for Darlington Manor. I know it shocked him, but enough to leave me the day before our wedding?

I agonize over Nate’s letter and fret about where it’s gone. I imagine someone finding it when they clean the room, and I’m mortified by this stranger having access to my pain. I wish I hadn’t left it behind.

I’m vaguely aware that Aurora and Betty have no escape from me unless they’re at work or locked in the bedroom. Betty’s showers are getting longer, and I overhear Aurora asking for her patience.

George checks in more than he has for years, wanting to know how I’m feeling. But it just makes me miss him more.

Avery Harper-Klyne sends me a direct message. She bumped into our friend Jenny at the checkout at the Lakefield Foodland, and Jenny told her everything. Avery is SO SORRY. She says she knows EXACTLY what I’m going through because her divorce was EXCRUCIATING. She reminds me that there is sunshine behind the darkest clouds. For example, Avery knows of an exciting business opportunity that would offer me financial independence, which was SO IMPORTANT for her after her divorce. The hair products are literally LIFE-CHANGING, and there’s only a small investment to get started. Am I interested in hearing more? Also, Jenny told her George is single again. WILD! Are he and I still in touch?

I ask Avery if she has free samples.

She does not.

A week in, I decide Avery is right about one thing—it’s time to work. I’m sick of the nest, and I’m not sure who’s covered in more cat hair, me or Atomic Yellow. But also, the time I took off for the wedding has run out.

I develop recipes for Brie Palmer. We became close in culinary school, back when she still went by Brianna. Our friendship was born out of rivalry—we were both at the top of the class—but forged by being two women among a mostly male student body. While I went to work in restaurants, Brie fashioned herself as a food influencer. She’s the savviest person I know and has translated her success into a culinary empire with two cookbooks (Baking with Brie and Better with Brie), a video crew, a multi-person social media team, and a line of polka-dot kitchenware. She’d been asking me to come work with her for years before I reached my tipping point as a chef. I wish the pay was better and the recipes more inventive, but Brie is the best boss I’ve had. She lets me set my own hours, and I can turn any kitchen into an office. Although Aurora’s is more of a closet than a cooking space. She keeps her winter socks in the utensil drawer and sweaters folded in the oven.

I set my mind to the slow-cooker macaroni and cheese I’m developing for Brie’s third cookbook, Even Better with Brie, deciding that it will be the best mac and cheese to ever have been cooked on a low temperature for a long period of time.

A man from the gym calls one evening when Aurora and Betty are at the theater. He’s noticed I haven’t been utilizing my new membership.

“Do you have five minutes to discuss how we can help you meet your fitness goals, Mrs. Bacon?” the man asks. Nate had signed me up for the gym using his last name—the only time I lost my temper with him.

I tell the man (okay, I yell) that I’m not Mrs. Bacon, that I never was Mrs. Bacon, and that I will never be Mrs. Bacon.

The man says exercise can improve my mental health and asks if I’d like to book an appointment with their massage therapist. It’s $180 for sixty minutes. I hang up.

I send three more texts to Nate and leave an indignant voicemail, asking him to explain why he dumped me, but he still doesn’t reply.

I hear from Brie’s finance guy. He’s had a call from the credit card company about a series of unusually high charges for cheese on my corporate card. He tells me that under no circumstances am I to spend four figures on dairy ever again.

One day I preheat the oven without thinking. Then I max out my Visa to buy Aurora new sweaters. Betty asks if she can help me look for an apartment. I don’t tell her I can’t afford first and last month’s rent.

The day after that, Nate finally texts me back. He agrees to talk in person.

We meet at our café, and I come prepared with an eviscerating speech. But my bloodlust disappears at the sight of him. Nate isn’t himself. I’ve never seen him look so bedraggled. His face is wan, his eyes red. When I give him back the engagement ring, he looks at it for five long seconds before accepting it. The man who just broke my heart seems as shattered as I am. Nate doesn’t answer my questions. I’m not sure he fully processes them. He apologizes profusely, his hand scraping over his face. He tells me the honeymoon is already half paid for—he thinks I should go to Tofino. And then he says goodbye.

Reality descends like a guillotine blade: I’m thirty years old, and I need to start all over.

I return to the nest.

I refuse Aurora’s offer to make me an appointment with a therapist.

“I’m worried about you,” she tells me.

Two days later, my parents come to pick me up.

I send George a text from the back seat of their car.


Please come home.
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