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      “I’m really sorry, Kayla, but we’re going to have to let you go.”

      I try not to wince as I watch my employee’s face crumple like a failed soufflé.

      “We’ve really loved having you here,” I continue, feeling like I’m making a pathetic it’s-not-you-it’s-me speech to a soon to be ex-boyfriend. Letting staff members go is ten times harder than any breakup I’ve ever been through—and no, I’m not going to reflect on what that says about my past relationships.  “You’ve been an awesome employee, and this was a really hard decision to make. Sales just aren’t high enough for me to keep this many staff members now that the holidays are over, and you’re our newest hire. I promise I wouldn’t be doing this unless I had to.”

      Kayla bobs her head and swallows. I hope she’s not about to cry. If she cries, I’m totally going to give her the job back, or at least send her home with a bottle of whiskey this bar can’t afford to part with anymore than it can afford to keep paying her.

      “Your official last day will be two weeks from now, but if you have to leave earlier, that’s completely fine.” I’m giving the two weeks as a courtesy, but even that’s pushing the limits of our finances. I rifle through the papers on my cluttered excuse for a desk and hand her one tucked into an envelope.  “I got this ready for you. It’s a reference letter, and you can feel free to give my name and the bar’s number to anyone you apply with. If you want, I can pass your name onto some other managers.”

      Please take the hint, Kayla. Please don’t make me admit that not even angelic cherubs sent from on high could pull two weeks’ pay for you out of their asses if they descended on this bar right now.

      She manages a thin smile as she accepts the envelope. “That would be great, actually, and I understand why you have to let me go.”

      I smile back at her. “Like I said, I wouldn’t be doing this if it weren’t my last resort.”

      She gets up off the stool I keep in here for the rare occasions I need to a have a sit down chat with my employees and pauses at the door.

      “I just want to say that I’ve really liked working here. You’re the first boss I’ve ever had that I’ve actually, um, liked.” Her cheeks go pink. “Is that unprofessional? I didn’t mean to talk shit about my other bosses. Oh damn, I just said ‘shit.’ I’m sorry. I’m fucking this up. Oh, shit! I said fuck. Wait, I mean—”

      She cuts herself off and clamps a hand over her mouth, blushing harder by the minute.

      “This is not a PG rated institution, Kayla,” I inform her with a laugh. “You don’t have to apologize for dropping accidental F-bombs around me, especially when you’ve just lost your job. Honestly, I think that’s the least profanity I’ve ever encountered when letting someone go.”

      She lets out a nervous giggle and drops her hand from her mouth.

      “Have a good night, Kayla.”

      “Thanks, Monroe. You too.”

      She gingerly closes the door to my office—if you can even call this converted broom closet an office—and I slouch back in my chair before letting out a sigh. I hate firing people. In my opinion, it’s the worst part of being a manager. I could complain about the long hours, the never ending scheduling conflicts, or the customers who make the dreaded demand of, ‘I want to speak to the manager,’ but I’ve always seen that as part of the job description. The disappointment of people who’ve trusted, admired, and worked hard for me—just not quite hard enough, or in Kayla’s case, just not at the right time—is never easy enough to pass off as ‘part of the job.’  Those crestfallen faces haunt me like the Ghost of Christmas Past.

      I’ve been reading too many Victorian novels lately, I tell myself as I imagine Jacob Marley floating through the door to rattle his chains at me and tell me off for sending a poor, helpless girl out into the cold.

      Kayla is neither poor nor helpless. She’s a university student who works part time to afford a social life, and in all likelihood, she’ll have another job by the end of the week.

      I still feel bad.

      I start shifting through the papers on my desk to sort out what I need to take home with me tonight. The storage closet I managed to shove a chair and tiny desk into doesn’t have room for a filing cabinet, so my office always looks like an explosion of stationary supplies. I have a few baskets and folders to try to keep things in check, but my shifts here are usually a mad dash between the front of house, back of house, delivery door, and whatever last-minute manager errands I need to run. I periodically poke my head in here to toss receipts inside and let them land where they may. Cleaning up is a futile effort.

      I’ve just about got my things packed when the door gets thrown open so hard it bangs against the drywall.

      “Esti de câlice de tabarnak, it’s dead in here tonight!” exclaims a very loud Québécois accent as the girl emitting it yanks the stool out from where Kayla set it aside and plops herself down. “Comment ҫa va avec toi, putain?”

      In contrast to Kayla, DeeDee doesn’t show any qualms over tossing out half the expletives in the French Canadian dialect before asking me the equivalent of, ‘What’s up, you whore?’

      In fact, nearly everything about DeeDee is a direct contrast to Kayla. The term ‘shame’ is a foreign concept to her; the only thing about DeeDee that’s ever turned pink is the current bubblegum shade of her hair. She’s the kind of person who’d show up at a funeral with a case of vodka coolers and a piñata in an effort to ‘liven things up.’ While she’s not the friend who’ll sit and cry with you over your ex, she is the friend who’ll pull your head out of your bag of Cheetos, make you put something pretty on, and whisk you away to the kind of night where you’re eating pancakes at 3AM and at least one of you has lost a shoe somewhere.

      If Kayla has a sunny disposition, then DeeDee is goddamned solar flare.

      She’s also an excellent bartender and professional party starter, but not even her spontaneous dance routines on the bar have been enough to up our income lately.

      “I just let Kayla go,” I announce.

      DeeDee twists on the stool to face the general direction of the bar and lifts her hand in a salute. “Adieu, little friend.”

      “Please tell me you never actually called her that to her face.”

      She shrugs. “That’s what I call everyone you ask me to train, and I get them to call me Mamma DeeDee.”

      “I really hope you’re joking.”

      She inspects her nails in response.

      I love this girl all the way from her weirdly round toes to the sprinkle of freckles that dusts her nose—yeah, I’m a poet, and I know it—but sometimes being her boss feels like wrangling a wild steer.

      “I’m heading out now, Mamma DeeDee,” I inform her. “I sent Kayla home already, so against my better judgement, it’s just you and Zach on close tonight.”

      She perks up like a puppy who just got called over for a cuddle. “But Zachy Zach loves me!”

      “I know. That’s the problem.”

      She makes a face. “Don’t be gross, Monroe. He doesn’t like me like that.”

      I don’t know if she actually believes that’s true or if she’s just being wilfully blind, but the heart of our sweet and adorably gallant server Zachary has clearly been resting in DeeDee’s hands since sometime within the first five minutes he met her. The problem is that he is so not her type. He’d be way better for her than the usual asshats with attitude problems she dates, but she shuts the conversation down every time I bring it up. Watching him hopelessly pine after her is a little bit cute, a little bit sad, and a little bit bad for overall employee relations.

      “Just...be gentle with him,” I instruct, “and unless we get some miracle rush, close the place at ten.”

      “Ten?” DeeDee repeats. “Voyons, là! I’m not making any money these days.”

      “I’m sorry. If it’s any consolation, no one else is either. I’ve had to cut everyone’s hours down. I’m hardly billing any of my own hours just to avoid firing anyone else.”

      She reaches over to place a hand on my arm and squeezes. “Hey, ma belle, ҫa va. We’re gonna make a comeback, okay? It’s always dead at this time of year, mais l’été s’en vient.”

      Summer is on the way.

      That’s the same promise I’ve been holding onto, repeating it like a mantra every time another load of snowfall keeps our customers tucked up at home or huddled in bars with better locations. Even in the high season, it takes something special to lure the students all the way up here past Mont-Royal Station, and usually we are something special: cheap appetizers in the evening, cheap drinks all night long, good DJs with good music, and a party that doesn’t quit until the lights come on.

      It’s not the kind of bar I went to as a student—I was more the ‘dusty Irish pub where I can work on my literature assignments’ sort of girl—but this place is weirdly infectious. We’re a staple of student life, a rite of passage before graduation. We’re supposed to be one of those bars you just have to try.

      “It’s never been dead like this,” I admit to DeeDee. “I keep checking the books, and we’re way behind on any other year. The owner is on my ass to pull my shit together, or else—”

      “The owner can eat a bag of dicks,” DeeDee interrupts. “You’re the best boss ever, and I will get all up in his ugly yeule and tell him to shut it.”

      “Well thank you for that assessment, DeeDee. I appreciate it.”

      I squeeze her hand where it’s still gripping my arm and then reach for my purse on the floor. DeeDee gets up, and we kiss each other on both cheeks before she heads off to dump her stuff in the back and get ready for her shift.

      When it’s busy, I use the staff entrance to leave, but it’s a lot more convenient to go through the main doors out onto Avenue Mont-Royal. I pause in front of the brass taps behind the perpetually sticky wooden bar top and stare out at the familiar view of my kingdom: Taverne Toulouse.

      This place has gone through several looks since it opened in 2001, and the decorations have all been layered on top of one another throughout the years. The original dark leather man cave atmosphere is still detectable under the hipster-era additions of vintage chandeliers, quirky table lamps, and repurposed piping now used as shelving units. An entire wall devoted to graffiti and signatures bears testimony to the thousands of liquor-seeking souls who have wandered in here throughout the ages. There are a lot of penises scribbled on that wall, but there are also some genuinely thought-provoking works of artistry done in hasty sharpie strokes under the glow of the bar’s dim lights. I’ve lose track of time getting swept up in those cryptic messages of love and longing more times than I can count.

      A few of our infamous posters grace the other walls, advertising deals on shots and pitchers with slogans like ‘What have you got Toulouse?’ and ‘You need Toulouse-en up.’ We have a small stage tucked away in a corner next to a DJ booth that faces a makeshift dance floor lined with mismatched leather couches. The latest addition to the decor is a neon sign all the staff pitched in on to get me for Christmas. It’s hung over the door to the toilets and spells out, ‘Please don’t do coke in the bathroom.’

      My employees like to make fun of the way I can storm in and singlehandedly throw a pack of inebriated frat boys out but still always manage to say please and thank you to even the most problematic of customers.

      “Hey, boss. How’s it going?”

      Zach comes out from the back with a load of freshly washed plastic pitchers in his arms and starts arranging them on a shelf underneath the bar. Honestly, I don’t know why DeeDee won’t give him a shot. It’s not like he isn’t handsome. He’s got this scruffy beard with sun-streaked dirty blond hair thing going on that makes him seem like some sort of wholesome farmer boy who could take you for a memorable romp in the hay.

      Objectively speaking, of course. I’m smart enough not to hire men I have any kind of sexual tension with myself.

      “It’s...going. Thanks for asking, Zach. How are you?”

      “Superb,” he answers with a grin.

      That’s one of his adorable Zach-isms: coming up with a different synonym for ‘good’ every time someone asks him how he’s doing.

      “I let DeeDee know that I need you guys to close at ten if things don’t pick up. Sorry to cut your shift.”

      He shrugs. “I understand. You’ve gotta do what you’ve gotta do. Not like I’m making much money off this crowd, anyway.”

      He nods toward the single occupied table.

      “Hey, can I ask you something?” Zach nods at me, and I continue. “Was Kayla...okay when she left? I had to tell her we’re letting her go. It just seemed like the fairest thing to do, since she’s the newest hire and her schedule was pretty limited anyway.”

      “Makes sense. She seemed fine. Maybe a little less...peppy, now that you mention it, but I wouldn’t have even thought anything about it if you hadn’t mentioned it.”

      I shift my bag up on my shoulder. “Okay, good.”

      Zach smiles again. I swear this kid’s eyes actually twinkle when he grins. “You’re very sweet, Monroe, to think of her. I’m sure she understands.”

      “Apparently you’re the sweetheart around here, Zach,” I tell him. “I’ve been meaning to let you know, but our latest Google review mentioned you by name and said you were a very attentive and caring server. It’s really impressive to make a strong enough impression on a customer that they remember your name and take the time to write a review about you. Great work.”

      He mockingly puts a hand on his chest. “Anything for Taverne Toulouse. Oh by the way, did you see that the place next door got sold?”

      My interest kicks up like I’ve just caught a whiff of something in the kitchen and can’t tell if it’s burning or not.

      “I didn’t see that. Does it say anything about what’s going in there?”

      He shakes his head. “Nope. The à vendre sign just says vendu on it now.”

      “Let’s hope it’s something good for business,” I muse. “God help us all if it’s another bar.”

      The property next door used to be a bakery with a cute little seating area, but it’s been empty for months, sitting there like a gloomy momento mori to remind me of what Taverne Toulouse might be headed for every time I walk by.

      “They’d be crazy to put a bar in there,” Zach assures me. “This area is oversaturated enough as it is. My guess is that’s why the place got sold instead of rented out again. I’m thinking the buyer might actually be someone looking to convert it for retail.”

      “Maybe it will be a store that makes people really thirsty.”

      Zach indulges me with a laugh before heading to the back again, but I don’t move after he’s disappeared. Instead, I stare out the room in front of me.

      Maybe I’m setting my sights too small. Maybe this is more than a twenty-seven-year-old should want out of life. Maybe I really am limiting myself like I know my parents secretly think, but this view—this one right here, behind the counter of this grimy dive bar that’s held together by prayers, duct tape, and the residue from way too many spilt beers—this is my favourite view in the world.

      Sometimes I let myself imagine it really is my view. I get swept up in plans and possibilities, and I wonder if all the worries and doubts about my path would go away once I put my hands on this bar and called it mine. I could really make this place into something special—not just to me, but to everyone who walks in the door. Once my brain starts heading down that road, I can get sucked into a daydream that last hours.

      That’s all it is, though: a daydream. It’s wishful thinking. It’s vanity. There are people here who depend on me, and that’s more important than some totally implausible scheme. I don’t need to rule over everything in sight to be happy with my life, and ninety percent of the time, I’m perfectly happy with my life just the way it is.

      People who meet me as bartender never believe I have a Masters in English literature or that I minored in classical studies during my undergrad, and people who knew me in school never believe I run Taverne Toulouse, but I don’t see the two as conflicting versions of myself. I’ve always thought of bartending as natural habitat for any enthusiast of the written word. Standing behind a bar is kind of like speed reading a dozen books a day; you watch each customer walk up and try to guess their story. You get hooked by the pull of those first few pages until you just have to know more. You pour their drink, chat a little, try to piece their personal history together bit by fascinating bit.

      The oddballs are my favourite. I’ve consoled a lot of heartbroken sorority sisters and stressed out students juggling exams, but when I see some old guy in a suit jacket with a feather tucked into his pocket saunter in at noon, or when a lady wearing mismatched shoes sits down with a sigh and asks if I can make a decent Bloody Mary, that’s what really makes me love my job. Bars are like a library for all the stories that never found an author to write them.

      I run a hand over the dark wood in front of me before rapping on it twice with my knuckles—an old superstition I picked up from a former boss of mine who told me it brings the bar good luck. I tell our one table of customers to have a good night as I walk past them and out onto the street.

      “Damn, it’s cold,” I mutter, digging through my purse to pull out a pair of gloves. We’re halfway through March, and winter is still going strong.

      Not many souls are venturing out on the street tonight, and I take solace in the fact that we can’t be the only establishment who’s hurting. I pause in front of the empty building beside Taverne Toulouse. The windows are all papered over, and just like Zach said, the sign saying it’s for sale now announces they’ve found a buyer.

      Please don’t be another bar, I think as I start walking the few blocks to my apartment. Please be anything except another bar.
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      I grab my best friend’s hand for what must be the sixth or seventh time today and bring it closer to me where we’re both sitting on my couch, peering down at her ring finger.

      “You’re going to stretch my wrist ligaments or something,” Roxanne complains, but she still lets me twist her hand around to make the diamond catch the light.

      “It’s just so perfect!” I exclaim. “It’s so...so you, you know? Cole knows you so well.”

      Roxanne Nadeau, my best friend of many years and a former employee of Taverne Toulouse, got engaged yesterday. Her ring really is perfect for her: a rough diamond set in a plain gold band. It’s simple but so unique, with that same raw and unexpected beauty she blends so well with a touch of delicacy.

      I already went through the screaming and crying phase of finding out Cole proposed. I’ve known him even longer than I’ve known Roxanne, and if their relationship was an ice cream flavour, it would be extra rocky road. They’ve been to hell and back for each other, and there’s no couple I know who deserves a happy ending more than they do.

      “Are you planning an extra special surprise way to ask me to be your maid of honour?” I ask Roxanne.

      She snorts. “Voyons, what surprise? Do I even need to bother asking? It’s obvious I’ve already picked you.”

      Roxanne and I got to know each other under somewhat unorthodox conditions. She left her home in northern Quebec as a teenager and came to Montreal all by herself with next to nothing. Cole found her and eventually asked his most generous female friend to give Roxanne a place to stay until she could save up a few months of rent. He also asked said generous friend to help find a job for the little runaway at her bar.

      Spoiler alert: the generous friend was me, and the bar was Taverne Toulouse. Roxy started off as a dishwasher and lived on my couch for the better part of a year. She barely spoke a word of English back then, but we bonded through our impromptu language lessons and ended up inseparable. I would full-on bitch slap her if she asked anyone else to be her maid of honour.

      “You’re making me feel cheap,” I joke. “You could at least buy me a card.”

      “Okay, Monroe.” She pulls her hand out of my grip and uses it to pat me on the shoulder. “I’ll buy you a card.”

      I get up when I hear the kettle finish boiling and select two mugs from my extensive and borderline obsessive collection before pouring us some tea. I bring the drinks back to where Roxanne’s still on the couch, facing the massive framed portrait of Charles Dickens that takes up a large part of the opposite wall.

      Charles Dickens was the man.

      I manage to find two coasters with Latin printed inscriptions on them under the pile of papers and books on my coffee table. I’m just taking my first sip when my phone starts vibrating on the arm of the couch. I grab it with a groan. Managing anything in the food and drink industry means that real ‘days off’ gets reduced to a pleasant idea it’s nice to think about sometimes. I am always on call.

      I let out a second groan when I see the name on the screen.

      “Fuck, it’s Félix Fournier.”

      “Fucking Félix Fournier!” Roxanne choruses.

      For some reason, we only ever refer to the owner of Taverne Toulouse by his full name. It’s usually accompanied by an expletive—because alliteration is fun, and also because my boss is a dickhead.

      I get up off the couch and wander over to the kitchen as I accept the call.

      “Bonjour, Monsieur Fournier,” I greet him.

      “Is it really a ‘good day,’ Monroe?” he continues in French. “I got those sales reports.”

      “I find them just as...troubling as you do, I’m sure.” I have to pause and search for the right word. My French is good, considering I didn’t really start learning the language until I moved to Montreal for my undergrad, but I still falter from time to time.

      “I understand a lull after Christmas, but this...What’s going on, Monroe?”

      “I promise you, Monsieur Fournier, if I knew what was wrong, I would already be working on fixing it. I’ve double-checked everything. The numbers just...dropped. It—”

      “Is it the staff?” he interrupts. “I know you have your favourites, but maybe I need to come in and—”

      “I know my staff,” I retort, as sharply as I dare, “and they are not the problem. Everyone working there right now is excellent at what they do. I’ve let anyone we can spare go already. If we drop any more employees, we won’t be able to stay open full time. They’re already so starved for hours that I’m scared some of our best will quit.”

      “We can barely afford to stay open full time as it is. You’re the manager, Monroe. If you can’t figure out what’s going wrong...”

      I feel my spine stiffen at his implied threat.

      “With all due respect, Monsieur Fournier, you said it yourself:  I am the manager. I’m not a market researcher or an advertising specialist or even an interior designer. I’ve worked to know something about all of those things, but all my job really consists of is managing the staff and overseeing most of the finances. I would be happy to do more, of course, but without the proper—”

      “I can’t afford to pay you more,” he snaps, cutting me off again.

      I glance at Roxanne, and from the mixture of concern and alarm on her face, I’m sure my eyes must be bugging out of my head.

      Is that seriously what he thinks I was asking? That I just want to be paid more?

      If all I cared about was pay, I would have left Taverne Toulouse a long, long time ago. I’m half-temped to tell him just that, but he’s already threatened to fire me once in this conversation.

      “We’ll talk more about this later. The real reason I called is because I just got word that the place next door has been sold.”

      I hold back on replying and wait for him to continue. He’s obviously not in the mood to let me get a full sentence out. He rarely is.

      “Some construction company is in there today doing measurements. They must be remodelling. If they put a restaurant or bar in there and this trend in our sales continues, la taverne will not survive. I need to prepare for that.”

      Oh he needs to prepare for that.

      “I know you’re not in today, but I need you to go over there and check it out.”

      “Check it out?” I repeat, not sure I’ve understood correctly.

      “Yes. Go see what they’re up to. We can find out who the owner is and see if they’re willing to buy us out. If they’re remodelling for a restaurant, they’ll already be dumping a fortune into renovations. Might be cheaper just to knock a wall down and use our kitchen as well. They’d get the extra space too.”

      Félix Fournier sounds more and more excited as he goes on, like the idea is winning him over the longer he thinks about it. We don’t even know what’s going in next door, but he’s already imagining giving up two decades’ worth of ownership and forcing almost a dozen people out of jobs they love. A few of the staff have been there even longer than me. We don’t just work at a sloppy student bar together; we’re family.

      The Fourniers bought the bar back when it was still possible for somewhat normal people to afford property on Avenue Mont-Royal. It was an office space for decades before Félix Fournier inherited the place at the turn of the millennium and had it remodelled into a bar. For as long as I’ve known him, he’s been grumbling about the property value and how much he’s missing out on by refusing to sell, but his comments have always been just that—grumbling. He’s never sounded this serious before.

      I’m about to remind him that he knows most of the landlords on the street and could ask around instead of sending me on a reconnaissance mission, but for some reason, I stop myself. Félix Fournier is the sin of sloth personified, so it doesn’t surprise me that he’s asked me to do something he could accomplish much more efficiently himself. Normally I’d at least try to stand my ground on this, but I’ve realized that I don’t want him to know who the buyer is.

      Not until I do.

      Not until I’ve decided what to do with that information.

      If the business next door is going to affect us, I want to know about it first. My staff has just been threatened, and my Mamma Bear instinct are out in full force.

      “I’ll head over there in a few minutes,” I reply, “see what I can find out.”

      Cut it on the scheming voice, I urge myself. Be subtle. You. Are. Subtle.

      “Bon. À la prochaine.”

      And without even a thank you to go along with his ‘until next time,’ he hangs up.

      “Fucking Félix Fournier!” I exclaim, resisting the urge to slam my phone down on the counter.

      I cannot afford a new phone.

      “I hear you, my sister!” Roxanne agrees with a raised fist. “What did he want?”

      “Fuck what he wants.” I come around the kitchen counter and grab my purse from off the floor. “How do you feel about doing a little espionage today, Roxanne?”
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        * * *

      

      As the two of us descend the snow-covered stairway of my walk-up apartment, the contrast between Roxanne and I strikes me the same way it always does. She’s got several inches of height on me—but then again, most people do—and her fondness for slimming black clothing just makes the difference between our body types all the more apparent.

      I’ve never been thin. I’ve also never actually been overweight, so I feel bad for complaining about the healthy body I’m lucky enough to live in, but it’s hard not to draw comparisons when you’re walking down the street with a girl who always looks like she’s fit to strut up a runway. Roxanne has this subtle style that’s all clean cut lines and drapey black fabric. Her clothes manage to scream, ‘Pay attention to me!’ without even raising their voice above a whisper.

      Whereas my clothes cheerfully announce, ‘I bought this for nine dollars off the Wal-Mart sales rack the other day!’ for all to hear. I’m not ashamed of my curves, but I know the world of haute couture wasn’t built for girls like me. Plus, Wal-Mart clothes are comfier, and I don’t exactly live a life that necessitates dressing up.

      “When was the last time you salted these steps?” Roxanne complains, gripping the banister for dear life as she steps her heeled boots off the final stair.

      “Um, well, I’ve had ‘buy salt’ on my to-do list for...a while now,” I admit.

      She shakes her head as she takes my arm in hers, and we start making our way up to Avenue Mont-Royal.

      “You’re always so busy taking care of other people that you never do things for yourself. I’m buying you a bag of salt before we go home today.”

      “That is not true!” I protest.

      She gives me a look.

      “I like helping other people!”

      “I didn’t say you don’t enjoy it, or that it’s bad thing to do. You’re the best friend a person could ask for. I just wish you’d ask for more things for yourself.”

      I pretend to sulk. “I did ask for a special maid of honour surprise, but you wouldn’t let me have one.”

      “You’re right. I’m a monster.”

      I reach up and pat her on the head. “At least you’re cute, Nadeau. I don’t why else I keep you around.”

      We trudge up the slushy sidewalks of my neighbourhood for the next ten minutes until we get to the even slushier sidewalk of the main road.

      “I can’t wait for spring.” Roxanne grimaces as she uses the curb to knock off some of the buildup from the bottom of her shoes.

      “I think you mean summer. Spring is just going to turn all these snow banks into soup. Delicious brown street soup that always manages to leak over the top of your boots.”

      We both shudder before covering the final block up to Taverne Toulouse.

      “It feels like I haven’t visited in forever,” Roxanne says fondly, staring at the garage door-style windows that take up the whole front of the bar. On warm days, we haul them up out of the way and have a patio going outside. “Can we go in and say hi?”

      “Roxanne! We are on a very important reconnaissance mission,” I remind her. “Get your head in the game.”

      “Right. What’s our plan?”

      “Uh...”

      I stare over at the neighbouring storefront. The paper is still in place on the windows, but at the very top, I can see the lights are on. There’s a construction company van parked on the street out front.

      “We, um, knock on the door?” I supply.

      Roxanne shrugs. “D’accord.”

      “Wait, no! Roxy, I was joking!”

      I chase after her and grab hold of her arm just before she raises it to knock on the glass.

      “Woah, check him out.”

      She ignores me latching myself onto her arm like a sloth and nods toward the door. The paper has been torn off the glass there, and inside, we can see a group of men all standing together at the back of the room. I don’t even have to ask who Roxanne’s talking about. Three of the men are wearing matching jackets paired with work boots and jeans. One of them is pointing up at the roof while the rest of the group watches him indicate various spots in the ceiling. The fourth man has his back to us, but even from that angle, he’s a showstopper.

      “I’ve never seen someone pull off double denim like that,” Roxanne comments.

      His collared chambray shirt is a light enough blue that it doesn’t look weird paired with his dark jeans, but honestly, he could probably be in a clown costume and that ass would still be sexy. I don’t think I’ve ever actually felt attracted to a man’s butt before, but damn, I would squeeze that thing so hard.

      That was a weird thing to think.

      Then he turns slightly so we can catch a glimpse of his profile, and I start to think a lot of other weird things.

      “What is he?” I ask, almost breathlessly. “A professor of...sex?”

      He has these studious square-framed glasses on that bring out the angles of his cheekbones even from here, and that beard. I’ve always been a beard enthusiast, and this one is magnificent: not too long, well groomed, and a rich brown colour that’s slightly darker than his tousled hair.

      His hair literally looks tousled, like he just ran his fingers through it after hopping out of bed with a sultry co-ed before striding his way across campus to teach a course on erotic undertones the works of Shakespeare. There’s something inescapably scholarly about him, despite the denim and the mountain man facial hair.

      “Mon dieu, Monroe, he is so your type.”

      In truth, he doesn’t look anything like the guys I’ve dated. The handful of exes I’ve collected over the years never followed much of a pattern—aside from being noncommittal man-children who were all weirdly dependent on their mothers—but none of them had that ‘Is he moving in slow motion or is my brain just doing that to make this moment last longer?’ effect that this guy does.

      His good looks aren’t even the most eye-catching thing about him; there’s an intensity to the way he stands with his chin pinched between his finger and thumb, watching the workmen point out various features of the room. There’s a hidden energy masked behind his stillness, a kinetic force you sense rather than see, like the threat of a riptide lurking beneath calmer waves. He reminds me of one of my best professors in school. He’d sit with steepled hands, patiently listening to his students ramble on about whatever they read on the SparkNote’s entry for Anna Karenina, before jumping out of his chair to call them out on their bullshit.

      I had a huge crush on that professor, so maybe Roxanne’s not too far off in saying denim guy is my type, but he’s definitely not a type I have experience with.

      My relationships have all been duds, just packs of seeds I hopefully sprinkle onto freshly tilled soil and nurture for weeks on end, only to watch some runty little weed poke its head up and then wither a few days later. My mother says I have a habit of taking on boyfriends as ‘projects’ and that I like to ‘seek fulfillment by helping others reach their potential instead of working toward my own.’

      That’s what you get having a former psychologist for a mother.

      The man in front of me doesn’t look like he needs any help on the road to Potential Town; everything about him announces he’s already there.

      “I think I know that guy.”

      Roxanne’s declaration startles me back into the present. I realize we’ve both moved so close to the door we’ve almost got our noses against the glass. I step back and rip my gaze away from beardie to give her an incredulous look.

      “You know that guy?”

      She might as well have just told me she’s real tight with Zeus and that they hang out all the time on Mount Olympus.

      “Well, of him,” Roxy amends. “I’ve seen him at the Nom Noms. I think he owns some fancy club in the Old Port or something. They won their category this year.”

      ‘The Nom Noms’ is a big Montreal food and beverage award show that started up a few years ago. People in the city get to vote on things like Best Tapas and Most Creative Cocktails. The cafe and microbrewery chain Roxanne is a director for won Best Craft Beer back in January. Taverne Toulouse has been long-listed for a few different categories over the years, but we’ve never actually gotten enough votes to be invited to the event.

      “A fancy club, huh?”

      The building in front of us isn’t big enough for a club. I’m musing over what his prospective plans could be when Roxanne mutters, “Merde. We’ve been spotted.”

      There’s no time to make an awkward dash back up the street. The calm of the sea has been broken, and the riptide is coming straight for us.

      Beardie pulls the door open and greets us with an expression that’s more curious than annoyed.

      Piercing blue eyes, I can’t help noting.

      In his case, it’s not just a cliché; his irises actually feel like they’re fracturing me, chipping away at my edges to see what they can find underneath.

      “Est-ce que je peux vous aider, Mesdames?” His deep voice asks if he can help us with anything.

      “I thought I recognized you,” Roxanne blurts in French after a moment of silence. “You don’t happen to be the owner of Cavellia, do you?”

      His eyebrows rise briefly above his glasses, and then his lips twist in the hint of a grin.

      “I think this is the first time I’ve been recognized in public by someone I don’t know—unless, of course, I do know you? In which case, I’m extremely apologetic.”

      His accent is softer than the broad, guttural syllables of Québécois French. There’s something European in the way he lets his tone twist around his consonants and linger on the vowels.

      “I don’t think we did much more than shake hands,” Roxanne tells him. “I was at the Nom Noms this year. I work for La Bareille.”

      “Then we must have met, but allow me to shake your hand again anyway, Madame...?”

      “Roxanne Nadeau,” she supplies, slipping her hand in his outstretched one.

      “Julien Valois.”

      Then he turns to me.

      “And you? Do I also need to apologize for forgetting our first meeting?”

      I’m not a shy person. There’s no room for hesitation when you’re swatting drunks away at the bar or breaking up dance floor make-out sessions that are about to go from PG13 to straight up R, but those damn ice-blue laser beams have me pinned to the sidewalk.

      “Um, no,” I force out in English, and then stutter to correct myself. “I mean, um, non.”

      He steps forward, one arm still holding the door open, and extends his hand to me.

      “A fresh start, then. I’m Julien.”

      There’s no spark or tingle when his bare skin closes over my thin black glove. The world doesn’t stop. The sidewalk doesn’t fall away from under my feet. I don’t stare into his eyes and feel an irreversible shifting somewhere deep inside me.

      What happens is far less dramatic, but all the more startling for that. As soon as I feel the pressure of his hand on mine, my breathing eases. The rushing sound I didn’t even realize had flooded my ears fades away. My confidence comes back to me like a jolt from a defibrillator. I remember to return his smile and pump my hand up and down instead of letting it hang between us like some kind of dead fish.

      “Monroe,” I introduce myself, breaking our contact and propping my hand on my hip in the typical tavern wench stance I seem to adopt on instinct after so many years behind the bar.

      “Monroe,” Julien repeats, in the curious tone people usually use when I tell them my name. “First name or last?”

      “I just go by Monroe.”

      I can see his curiosity pique in the way his eyebrows draw together, as if he’s a teacher who just got his hands on a new textbook, but he lets the subject drop.

      “So, Roxanne and Monroe, are you out spying on every store on Avenue Mont-Royal today?”

      “We’re only spying on this one, but we might get a drink at the bar next door,” I improvise. Now that I’m not quite so caught up in his beard magic, I’m refocused on the task at hand: finding out what’s going on at this building and whether or not I need to do something about it.

      Not that I have any idea what I would do about it, but that’s a bridge I can cross later on.

      Julien huffs out a laugh and glances over at Taverne Toulouse. “That little dump? People actually drink there?”

      I bristle so quickly I feel Roxanne lean away from me like I’ve turned into a porcupine, but Julien doesn’t seem to notice.

      “We were just talking about what a waste of the property it is,” he continues, unaware that I’d be shooting quills out of my skin if I had any quills to shoot. “It would be nice to have both units for my project, but that place looks like it might need to be completely gutted. I was going to head over there myself once this meeting is over to see if it’s worth looking into.”

      This is good, I tell myself, as my insides start mixing up a cocktail of insult and disappointment to wash away any traces of my five second crush. This will allow me to focus on the task at hand.

      The task at hand is now more vital than ever. He’s already talking about being interested in buying Taverne Toulouse. I need to pump him for information, and it strikes me to do that the best way I know how: over a pint.

      So I swallow down the indignation of hearing my favourite place in the world described as ‘that little dump,’ and I make my move.

      “Would you like to join us for a drink?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Three

          

          
            Julien

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        PLONK: A British slang term for inexpensive or low quality wine

      

      

      

      Drinks with strange—and attractive—women I found on the sidewalk were not on today’s schedule, but I still find myself saying yes. There are approximately twenty-eight other things I need to be doing right now, and yet I look down at the curvy brunette in front of me, the one with her lips pursed and her hand propped on her hip, and tell her I’d like nothing better.

      I don’t know what startles me more: those words coming out of my mouth, or the fact that they’re completely true. It’s the middle of a work day. I should be making my excuses and heading out.

      “I just have to finish up inside and I’ll be right over.”

      I leave the girls standing where I found them and step back into the bare room, where the workers are packing up the measuring tools they brought with them. Swiping at my phone, I double check there’s nowhere I absolutely have to be and refresh my inbox to convince myself I don’t have any emails that need immediate attention. I tuck my phone away after I’m certain the world won’t fall apart if I go for a drink and happen to catch a glimpse of my lock screen as I do.

      I really have to change the maudit thing.

      One of these days, someone’s going to notice Madame Bovary’s furry little face stretched across my screen and give me hell for it—not that I’ve allowed myself to be the kind of boss people feel comfortable giving hell to, but the sight of a Yorkshire terrier with a pink bow on its head guarding my cell phone’s secrets would embolden even the most servile of employees.

      To be clear, I didn’t put the bow on her head. Madame Bovary was a gift from my mother during her last visit to Canada. Of course Maman couldn’t just pick up a dog from the pound like a normal person—the Yorkie and her pedigree papers were delivered to my condo in a luxury SUV emblazoned with the breeder’s prestigious logo—but in many ways, I think she was just doing what a lot of parents do when they see their child is lonely: they find them a friend.

      It’s just that the child in this case is thirty-two years old, and the question of whether I’m lonely or not is constantly in debate. Although the fact that I refer to Madame Bovary as the ‘woman of the house’ and once let her vet spend the better part of an hour drafting a ‘dedicated doggie meal plan’ I now follow religiously is a heavy strike against me.

      I really do need to change the damn lock screen.

      I can feel Monroe watching me as I close up the property. Her suspicious gaze doesn’t waver as I follow her and her friend into the dingy place next door. It bores into me as we take our seats around a tacky cable spool table, and I can’t help thinking I’ve done something wrong.

      My father always liked to quote a particular line from Victor Hugo: “Quand une femme vous parle, écoutez ce qu’elle dit avec ses yeux.”

      When a woman is talking to you, listen to what she says with her eyes.

      The woman across the table from me is saying something with her eyes, but I have no idea what the message is, or if I’m even supposed to be reading it. She smiles when I speak, and her voice isn’t barbed with the same threat as her eyes, but if she’s trying to hide that she’s upset about something, she’s doing a terrible job of it.

      What did I do?

      It matters more than it should. I don’t just feel the passing guilt of common courtesy. She’s a stranger—a pretty stranger, yes, with lips that don’t quit and a very distracting necklace I can see dipping down under the neck of her shirt now that she’s taken her coat off—but I feel like I’ve failed at something by offending her, like I’ve lost a chance at winning something I didn’t know I wanted until I couldn’t have it anymore. Maybe it’s the confidence she carries like a sword at her side, tucked away with just the hint of the pommel declaring, “I’d much rather be nice, but I’ll pull this out in a second if you give me a reason.”

      It’s a test, and I didn’t pass it.

      Our server, a guy in his twenties whose flannel shirt makes him look like some sort of farmhand, strides over with a few plastic water glasses balanced on a tray.

      “Monroe, a pleasure as always.” He places her glass down with a flourish, ice clinking against its sides. He smiles like his greeting is a joke, and I realize they must be familiar enough that he’s being facetiously formal.

      “Roxanne. Haven’t seen you in a while. I hear you’re tying the knot. Congratulations.”

      “Thank you, Zach.”

      He sets the second glass down as Roxanne waves her fingers at him, a diamond glinting below the knuckle of the third one.

      The two of them are regulars here. I guess that would explain the passive aggressive eye contact and thinly veiled hostility being directed my way.

      What did I call this place? A dump?

      There’s no doubt that it is a dump. Taverne Toulouse is less of a bar and more of a cave, dark and drafty even with afternoon sun shining outside the windows. Those windows might be the problem. They’re not nearly big enough, and the garage door look makes the space feel like a teenager’s hangout instead of a proper bar. The tacky chandeliers and drawings of genitalia scribbled on the walls don’t help with the impression. Even the air is tinged with an adolescent mixture of sweat and stale beer.

      If this is the kind of place that puts Monroe on the defensive, she can’t be as mature as she seems. At thirty-two, it’s obvious she’s younger than me, but I didn’t place her as young enough to still have a fondness for dingy student bars.

      Someone ought to show her a proper night out, give her velvet and leather and wine that stains her lips garnet red as it slips past her tongue and down her throat.

      She looks at me and glances away again. I feel my own throat flex as I swallow.

      “And for the random dude I don’t know.”

      My water glass gets deposited in front of me, and the server tucks the tray under his arm.

      “Do you guys need menus, or...?”

      “Grab one for the guy you don’t know,” Monroe instructs, one corner of her mouth lifting up.

      He crosses over to the bar and comes back with a battered laminated menu. I thank him as I accept it and scan through both sides of the page.

      “So,” I hazard, still staring down at the red letters in front of me, “I take it you two come here often?”

      We’ve switched to English now. Despite clearly not being a native speaker, Monroe didn’t seem to have any trouble keeping up, but I’ve learned that’s how language in Montreal often is: a dotted line on the road conversations can weave across in a seamless manoeuvre that somehow rarely results in a crash. I remember listening in shock to two teenagers ahead of me in line at the Montreal airport when I first arrived all those years ago. They switched from English to French and back again three times in a sentence without any hesitation at all, like they didn’t even know they were doing it. I’ve still never quite mastered the trick.

      I glance up to find Monroe and Roxanne exchanging a look.

      “You could say that,” Monroe drawls, and Roxanne snorts out a laugh.

      I push the menu away. “Am I missing something here?”

      “Not at all,” Monroe assures me, in a very un-reassuring tone. I’m about to ask if there’s something I should apologize for, or even offer to leave, when the expression on her face softens just slightly enough for me to notice. “Sorry. We’re just joking around. We do come here often. Very often.”

      “Then I’m sorry if I offended you earlier.”

      “Don’t say sorry to me.” She pats the table in front of her. “Say sorry to Taverne Toulouse. No promises she’ll accept it, though.”

      Zach interrupts what I think might be the first real smile she’s given me when he arrives back at the table to take Monroe and Roxanne’s order for identical pints of Shock Top. I ask for the house red and watch them all bite their lips to hold back what I’m sure is the desire to laugh at me.

      “Right. House red. Coming up.”

      “There’s red wine here?” Roxanne asks after Zach has disappeared. “And it’s on the menu?” She turns to me. “And you ordered it?”

      “I like wine.”

      Truth be told, saying I like wine is the same as saying a Mazeratti is a good car or that Shakespeare’s plays are okay. Some people look at a glass of merlot and see a classy way to get drunk. I see the sun beating down on the vineyards. I feel the hot earth of the hills in Bordeaux under my dirt-covered feet. I hear my father’s voice in my ear as he lifted me up to reach the twisting vines, whispering tales about the journey the grapes in my hand would go on, how far they would travel, all that they would do and become.

      Wine is a story just waiting to tell itself to those who know how to listen. Every bottle started with a seed and someone willing to get their hands dirty, someone who saw potential where others saw nothing and then inspired them to see it too. Every step of that journey manifests in the flavours you taste, like ink strokes bleeding onto a blank page.

      “Too good for beer?”

      Monroe’s watching me, the pommel of the sword glinting at her side again.

      “Wine has more...”

      I want to say something like ‘depth’ or ‘complexity,’ something the captures way wine can steal all your senses for a moment and make you forget everything but pleasure. I don’t intend to fail another one of her tests, though, and insulting her drink of choice after I’ve already insulted her bar of choice doesn’t seem like the way to do that.

      “It has more flavour,” I finish.

      She tilts her water glass towards me. “Then you can’t have had any good beers.”

      “Good beers like Shock Top? Their mascot is a talking orange.”

      So much for not insulting her again, but the shot was so easy to take it slipped out of my mouth. To my surprise, Monroe laughs. It’s not just a chuckle or a quick snort; it’s a full-bodied sound, rich and unrelenting, like church bells on Sunday morning. It’s a sound you pay attention to.

      “Okay, I admit it. That one was...low hanging fruit.”

      Roxanne makes a face as Monroe gives her a sly grin that hints at an inside joke.

      “You know I hate that phrase,” Roxanne complains. “It just makes me thing of...of...”

      Now that I’ve made Monroe laugh, I suddenly want to prove I can do it again. It’s not the most distinguished thing to say, but I go ahead and finish the thought Roxanne is clearly trying to voice.

      “Saggy balls?”

      She snaps her fingers. “Exactly!”

      Monroe claps a hand over her mouth, but not before I hear her snort. It’s an adorable snort. We all give in and chuckle when the server comes back and sets the foaming orange pints down, announcing, “Some fruity beer for you, ladies.” He blinks around the table for a moment and then asks, “Did I miss something?”

      “Only if you like saggy balls,” Roxanne supplies.

      His eyebrows only jump up for a second before he shakes his head. “I like to keep things sag-free. This wine might be a little...saggy, though. Drink at your own peril. I had to dig it out from under the bar.”

      He places a cheap-looking wine glass down in front of me and heads off to check on a couple who just walked in the door.

      “Well?” Monroe asks as I take my first sip.

      I keep my face as neutral as I can. “It’s...drinkable. I haven’t had pinot noir in a long time.”

      Roxanne looks surprised. “How do you know that’s pinot noir?”

      “It has the lightest body of all the reds, which makes it hard to miss even though the flavour varies so much between regions. People say it’s a red that drinks like a white, which I usually agree with, even though—”

      I cut myself off when I realize they’re both watching me with their chins mockingly propped on their hands.

      “He sounds like you when you talk about craft beer,” Roxanne stage whispers to her friend.

      Monroe elbows her in the side. “Or you when you talk about coffee.”

      “Is Shock Top really craft?” I reply.

      “No,” Monroe says slowly, pausing to take a sip. I watch her lips press against the rim of the glass. “But I’m at a dive bar. You don’t come to a dive bar for craft beer—or pinot noir.”

      I shift back in my seat and survey the room. “Maybe it won’t be a dive bar for much longer.”

      “And what exactly would you like it to be?” There it is again: the flash in her eyes, the glint of steel that lets me know I’ve crossed a line.

      “I’m putting in a wine bar next door.” I figure I might as well go with the truth. “I can see a lot of potential in expanding the plans to use both properties.”

      “A wine bar?” Roxanne questions. “That’s a bit of a change from Cavellia.”

      She’s right; the club I opened two years ago is all about drama and over the top glitz. It’s not even somewhere I like to go myself; I can count on one hand the number of times I’ve been in the place after dark, but I saw the lack of that sort of venue and knew I could build something to fit the bill.

      I followed the same process when I set up my first restaurant downtown five years ago. The house speciality? Portuguese chicken. At the time, I knew nothing about what makes good Portuguese chicken. I did know people really wanted to eat it, and I knew I could hire staff to make it. We’ve expanded to three locations since then.

      I sip at the pinot. It’s a crude flavour, like someone’s first crooked, disjointed attempt at tracing cursive letters, but I can still read the brisk notes of strawberry, still catch the trace of something pungent and wild underneath. My father always said wine had its own language, that you could read the dictionary front to back and still not find the right word to describe the place the liquid takes you to when you let it sit on your tongue.

      He said a lot of things, my father. I wish he’d been given the time to say more.

      “Call it a passion project,” I answer Roxanne.

      “Is your passion destroying beloved local places of business that have been part of the neighbourhood for decades?” Monroe narrows her eyes at me over the top of her pint.

      I set my wine down and rest my elbows on the table, leaning forward until our faces are only a foot or so apart.

      “You really don’t want me to buy this bar, do you?”

      I can’t figure it out. Nobody is this attached to their favourite watering hole, especially when it’s an actual hole in the wall like Taverne Toulose. Merde, there’s a sign that says ‘Don’t do coke in the bathroom’ on the wall, and yet she’s acting like I want to bulldoze the birthplace of Jesus Christ.

      My sudden proximity seems to throw Monroe off for a second. She blinks at me, eyes big and brown and uncertain. A strand of hair slips into her eyes. It wouldn’t be that hard for me to reach over and push it aside.

      Roxanne coughs. Monroe sets down her pint.

      “I care about the people who work here.”

      I let my confusion show on my face. “They work at a bar. There are hundreds of bars in this city. You really don’t think they’ll find other jobs?”

      “You don’t understand.”

      She shakes her head, glancing up at the ceiling and away from me again, but I don’t let her get away easy this time. I lean in as close as I dare.

      “Explain it to me.”

      “You...” She swallows, doing her best to avoid my eyes but ultimately giving into the pressure to lock onto my gaze. “You don’t seem like the kind of person who could understand.”

      I risk leaning even closer.

      “Tell me what kind of person I am.”

      Roxanne coughs again, and we both look toward her, startled. I almost forgot she was here.

      “Well, I feel like the biggest third wheel in the world right now,” she announces, “so I’m going to take this fruity beer over to the bar and keep Zach company while you two continue...whatever this is.”

      “Roxy, wait!” Monroe protests as she starts to get up.

      “Please, don’t feel you like you need to leave,” I add. “En fait, I probably have to leave myself.”

      I pull my phone out and find what I’m expecting: close to a dozen text messages and missed calls. Owning four businesses and counting is like trying to raise a family of exceptionally needy children; everyone always wants something, and no one ever knows how to find anything.

      “Duty calls.” I gesture at the phone before tucking it back into my coat pocket. I get up from the table as Roxanne sits back down.

      “You aren’t going to finish your wine?” she asks me.

      “Wine isn’t meant to be chugged—even that wine.” I open my wallet and lay a few bills down on the table. “Merci for the invitation to drink with you. I hope I didn’t wear out my welcome.”

      “Not mine.” Roxanne turns to Monroe. “Is your welcome for him worn?”

      “I haven’t decided.”

      She says it like a joke, but I doubt I should take it as one.

      “Maybe you’ll have figured it out next time I see you. I’ll be next door a lot dealing with the renovations. If you’re here as much as you seem to be, we might bump into each other again.”

      Am I really trying to flirt with her?

      At best, it’s a futile cause. At worst, it might make her actually hate me. I’ve just met her, and yet neither of those outcomes are things I want to think about facing.

      She answers as I’m about to leave the bar, tipping her beer at me like a challenge.

      “We just might.”
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      “He ordered wine, DeeDee! Wine! At Taverne Toulouse!”

      “Is he,” DeeDee puffs as we carry a keg in from the back entrance together, “stupid?”

      “The opposite, I think.” I stop moving, and we carefully set the metal container down on the ground beside the walk-in fridge. “I think he’s too smart for his own good—for anyone’s good. He’s this uppity prick who sits there drinking pinot noir in his fancy shirts. He talked about Taverne Toulouse like he already owned it, like he’s used to just waltzing into a room and taking whatever he wants. He didn’t even stop and think about what that might mean for other people. He was an asshole about it!”

      DeeDee crosses her arms over the crop top she’s wearing, not even bothering to hide her surprise as she stares me down.

      I know why her eyes have gone wide; I’m not a ranter. I’m not somebody who sits around calling other people names. If there’s a problem, I force whoever’s involved to take a seat at the bar. I pour them a beer, and we talk it out like rational adult humans with a sense of decency and respect for one another. I don’t take the low road, and I definitely don’t decide to write someone off as an asshole after spending less than an hour in their company. It’s been a few days since Roxanne and I’s reconnaissance mission, and yet absence has not made my heart grow fonder as far as Julien Valois is concerned.

      “Maybe I’m projecting,” I admit, “but I just...I just didn’t like him, okay?”

      Bullshit, sing-songs my brain—or more accurately, my hormones.

      There were a lot of things about Julien I did like. I liked the way his accent made his English words come out soft and slow, like he was savouring the sound of them the way he savoured his wine. I liked the way his fingers curled around the wine glass. He didn’t have delicate hands. He had strong hands, thick and capable—hands for breaking and building, and yet the way he lifted his glass was almost a caress, a tender sort of restraint and awareness of the fragility pinched between his fingers.

      I push the hair back off my sweaty forehead.

      “He’s going to ruin everything,” I remind DeeDee, trying to ignore the fact that I’m probably more in need of a reminder than her. “Fucking Félix Fournier is already talking about selling, and now bar next door guy wants to buy. If we could just get our sales up, I know I could convince Fournier to give me more time to prove that Taverne Toulouse is worth keeping. Things will pick up in the summer. They have to. They always do, and Fournier will forget all about selling, just like he always does.”

      “Even with a wine bar next door stealing all our customers?”

      There’s no challenge in DeeDee’s question, only defeat. Her usual happy go lucky attitude slips for a second. Her shoulders slump, and the bubblegum pink of her hair almost seems to fade a few shades like a washed-out, wilted rose.

      DeeDee has been working here since she was nineteen years old. She could get a job at almost any bar in the city just by bouncing through the door, but Taverne Toulouse gives her something no lounge in the Old Port or bumping club on Saint-Laurent ever will. This bar is a place she can feel safe. The staff here are people she can trust, and when DeeDee showed up with shaking arms and sleepless purple circles under her eyes, she needed that much more than she needed a job.

      People like DeeDee are the reason I can’t let this bar go. Taverne Toulouse is a ship, and I am its captain. There’s no way in hell I’ll be anything but that last person to jump off.

      “Our customers aren’t going to go to a wine bar,” I insist, like the idea is ludicrous. “Julien Valois might know wine, but he doesn’t know this street like we do. We’ll come out on top in the end.”

      The assurance seems to perk DeeDee up a little, but I can’t help feeling they’re only empty words. As things stand, we barely have any customers for the wine bar to steal. We’re losing our main client base, and I know Fucking Félix Fournier won’t give me the funds or the opportunity to attract a new one. Investing thousands into remodelling and rebranding with no real assurance of any returns will look way less attractive than the fat pile of cold, hard cash he’ll earn from selling. From a business standpoint, I have to agree that keeping Taverne Toulouse doesn’t make much sense.

      Fournier’s never spent a day in his life behind a bar, though. He hasn’t whiled away dozens of afternoons on end polishing glasses and listening to retired old men lament their misspent youths. He hasn’t watched the beginnings of a lifelong love affair play out in the flick of a girl’s hair and the tilt of a boy’s head as he leans in to ask what she’s having.

      I know why people come to bars. I know that when they sit down and ask for a drink, what they’re really asking for is an experience, a memory, a possibility. I know how to give it to them. I know how to make sure they want to come back for more. If this place was mine—really mine—I know I could have it packed to the rafters every night, no matter what kind of bar anyone decided to open up next door.

      That’s just a dream, I remind myself. It’s just a fantasy.

      I’m a manager. I’m here to make sure everyone’s happy and that everything works out okay. Dreaming about the personal glory of being Nightlife Queen of Avenue Mont-Royal is not going to help anyone else.

      “One more keg,” I tell DeeDee. “We’ve got this.”

      By the time I’ve got all my work finished for the night and am locking the door to my office, it’s just past eight. I’ve been here since ten in the morning. Everyone always jokes about how I should keep a mattress stashed somewhere in the back. If there was room, I probably would. After my first year of managing, I realized I’d have to give myself a 9PM cut-off time if I didn’t want to totally burn out, but in high season, it’s easy for that hour to come and go without me noticing. Even with the level of business we’re doing now, there’s always something that needs my attention.

      “Fare thee well!” I call to Dylan, our main cook, happy to see that he’s got several chits on the board and is running around like there’s actually enough to keep him busy for once.

      “Have a good night, Monroe!” he calls back as he dumps a basket of fries onto a plate.

      The front of house is half-full for once. I weave between customers and wave goodbye to the servers I manage to spot as I exit onto the street. It’s dark out already, but the cold hasn’t been quite so sharp the past few days. It’ll only be another couple weeks before I get to walk home in the fading traces of daylight.

      The lights are on at the prospective wine bar. The paper on the windows still keeps me from seeing inside, but the front door is propped open by a large cardboard box, and a pile of similar boxes are stacked on the sidewalk.

      They must have started renovations already, and if they’re working this late at night, then Julien must be paying for things to get done fast.

      How rich is this man?

      He can’t be much older than thirty, and yet he owns an entire nightclub and just bought up property on one of the most expensive streets in the city. Most people twice his age wouldn’t be able to get a mortgage on this building approved, but he talked about purchasing Taverne Toulouse like it was a second hand coat at a thrift store and his biggest concern was whether or not it would fall apart.

      The sight of the boxes sends a wave of dread creeping up my spine. I thought I’d have months and months before this threat became a reality, but here it is, sitting on the sidewalk in front of me just days after the possibility marched up and announced itself.

      “Va te faire foutre, salaud!”

      The exclamation makes me pause. I can see someone’s shadow stretching out into the road from inside the building. They hunch over, and there’s a loud bang followed by more swear words and the hissing sounds of someone in pain.

      I take a few steps closer and call out, “Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine. I’m fine, I just—oh.”

      I move past the box pile to find Julien Valois leaning against the doorframe, clutching his foot.

      He stares at me. I blink at him.

      “I dropped the box,” he says eventually. He still hasn’t taken his eyes off mine. They watch me from behind his glasses, and my skin starts to heat under his gaze.

      “Are you hurt?” I manage to ask.

      The question seems to break the trance. He lowers his foot in its fancy leather shoe and tests his weight on it.

      “I don’t think so. Maybe bruised, but nothing’s broken, I think.” He grins at me through his beard. “I’m a crétin for trying to move these myself.”

      I do my best to ignore his charming bearded grin and the cadence of his accent. He’s clearly from France or somewhere close to it, but there’s an extra note to the way he speaks English I can’t quite place. It’s more than a little distracting. “I was just thinking that. Is there any reason you’re moving heavy boxes alone at night, or are you going to tell me that’s the secret to your success?”

      “I am a self-made man, Monroe.”

      I snort. His shoes say otherwise. No one wears shoes like that in a Canadian winter. It’s just asking for salt stains and frozen toes. My woolly Sorrel’s might make me look like an arctic explorer, but dammit if they aren’t as good as having a cozy woodstove blasting on my feet all the time. They’re also much better suited to manual labour than what Julien’s got on.

      “You seem to be doubting me,” he announces.

      It feels safer to doubt him than it does to doubt myself, which is what his perfect facial hair and come-to-bed-with-moi accent seem to be able to do. He’s luring me in, making me want to take him somewhere quiet and read his story like I do with the books on my shelves. My fingers are twitching with the need to trace the words on his pages, to find out if there’s more to him than a nice jacket and a hefty bank account, but that’s not on the saving Taverne Toulouse agenda.

      I have to crush my curiosity, my need to know more. I have to wrestle my inquisitive scholar’s brain into seeing him as an obstacle and nothing more.

      “Really, though, why are you here all by yourself?” I ask, pushing for a subject change.

      “These tiles weren’t supposed to be delivered until next week,” he explains, throwing a dirty look at the box beside him, “but I got a shipment notification two hours ago saying they were about to drop them off in the middle of the evening. There are several thousand dollars of tiles here. I couldn’t leave them sitting on the sidewalk all night.”

      “I think you’ve already proved they’d be pretty difficult to steal.”

      He smiles at me again. I’m going to be forced to tell him to stop doing that if I want to maintain my resolve.

      “You didn’t call anyone to help you?”

      “Strangely enough, no one jumped on a last-minute opportunity to spend their Saturday evening lifting heavy boxes with me.”

      He shrugs and grins like he’s made a joke, but I hear the note of heaviness in his voice.

      My mom tells me I was born with something she likes to call a baby bird instinct. I can’t walk past someone in need without being overcome by this to intense, soul-searing need do something for them. It overrides all sense of self-preservation. Other people see a scary stranger lurking in an alleyway; I see a baby bird lying helpless on the pavement, pitifully chirping for help. My mom was always terrified of me getting abducted. I wasn’t allowed to walk to school alone until I was fifteen years-old.

      So I might be doing my best to convince myself that this guy is a threat to everything I’ve spent my professional life working to build, but right now, alone in the dark with a bruised foot and a near-impossible task no one could be bothered to help him with, he’s just one more baby bird I have to put back in its nest.

      “There’s a dolly next door. I’ll go get it.”

      He gives me a quizzical look. “They’ll let you take their dolly?”

      I’m about to ask him why I wouldn’t be allowed to use the dolly at my own bar when I remember.

      He still doesn’t know I’m the manager.

      The knowledge is like a final ace clutched in my hand, and I know I’m currently at risk of showing all my other cards. If I can keep this one a secret, I’ll have at least one advantage over him. He might be willing to tell me things he’d keep tight-lipped on if he knew who I was.

      What I’ll even be able to use that advantage for, I haven’t the slightest idea, but still, any sense of leverage is comforting. Plus, it feels cool and badass to have a secret identity

      I am Lady Midnight, a cold-blooded assassin trained from birth to infiltrate even the most elite of defensive forces.

      So cool. So badass. Not embarrassing at all.

      “Yeah,” I tell Julien, “they trust me.”

      He shakes his head. “Just how often are you at that bar? Should I be concerned?”

      I cross my arms in front of me. “What I think you should be is a little more grateful.”

      “Of course. Where are my manners?” He places a hand on his chest and stares off into the distance, like an actor performing a melodramatic soliloquy on stage. “Mademoiselle Monroe, I can make no answer but thanks, and thanks, and ever thanks—and oft good turns are shuffled off with such uncurrent pay.”

      Be still my beating, treacherous heart.

      “Did you just...quote Shakespeare at me?”

      “Twelfth Night. Act one, scene five.” He pauses to assess the way my jaw is now in danger of colliding with the sidewalk and chuckles to himself. “I’m kidding. I don’t know the act and scene. I don’t even know who says it. That line just always impressed me. English can be so...inelegant, but there’s an honesty to it that French doesn’t have. Shakespeare captured it better than anyone.”

      Like a repeat of our first meeting in this very spot, I stand on the sidewalk gawking at his figure in the doorway with all the sophistication of a startled baby cow.

      “Sorry,” he tells me, misinterpreting my stare, “I sound like a...Mais, as you’d say in English, like a douchebag.”

      I should leave it at that. I should respond with, ‘You said it, not me,’ and bolt for Taverne Toulouse. I should get out of here.

      But the words demand to be uttered.

      “No legacy is so rich as honesty.”

      My voice is soft, a whisper in the night.

      Julien’s whole body seems to tense up for a second, to flinch with the same reflex I felt when he spoke those lines to me. It was the sensation you get when you catch sight of your reflection somewhere you weren’t expecting to see it: the ice-water shock of recognition, the stinging spark of familiarity that comes without time to prepare.

      He shakes his head from side to side, a rhythmic motion I can’t look away from as the alarm in him fades to amusement.

      “From...Much Ado About Nothing?”

      I can’t keep the smugness off my face. “All’s Well That Ends Well.”

      “They’re both comedies. I think I deserve half a point.”

      “I don’t give half-points.” I take a step back. “I’m going to go get that dolly now. I’ll meet you at your back door.”

      I practically flee to Taverne Toulouse and try to pull myself together as I stride through the front of house and into the kitchen.

      He’s just a guy who knows Shakespeare. Lots of people know Shakespeare. Anyone with a high school-level education has been forced to read at least one Shakespeare play.

      Dylan gives me a curious look as I haul the dolly out and wheel it over to the back door.

      “Didn’t you leave like fifteen minutes ago? And what’s getting delivered at night?”

      “They need help next door.”

      He pauses where he’s pulling a plate of nachos out of the oven and gives me a doubtful look. “I heard next door is the new enemy? Oh wait, this is you we’re talking about. You’d probably ask a serial killer if he needed a glass of water before he murdered you.”

      Dylan’s been around long enough to know he can get away with some sass, but I still respond with a muttered, “Just remember I make your schedule.”

      Julien’s already standing outside with his back propping the door open, letting light spill into the otherwise shadowed alleyway where all our deliveries show up. I don’t know what his tile company was thinking dumping goods on Avenue Mont-Royal. If I was him, I’d be calling them up and demanding compensation before vowing to never use their services again.

      While still remembering to say please and thank you, of course.

      “Do you know the owner there or something?” Julien greets me. “It can’t be normal for customers to just walk through the back of the bar, even if they are regulars.”

      “Don’t ask questions of your saviour.”

      “Right.” He throws both his hands up in the air and suddenly exclaims, “Deus ex machina!”

      I try my best to look unamused. “Don’t make classical Greek theatre jokes at your saviour either.”

      “You’re not a fun saviour at all, Monroe.”

      “Do you want the dolly or not, Julien?”

      He steps aside so I can wheel it past him, holding the door open for me with the tips of his fingers.

      “I think that’s the first time you’ve said my name.”

      His tone begs me to look back at him, to let those arctic eyes bore into me like they’ve already done way too many times tonight. Julien seems to possesses this weird ability to liquefy everything around him, to make the world ebb and flow with a tide that’s difficult to fight—a tide that’s difficult to want to fight.

      I kick and flail and flounder my way into less insistent waters.

      “Hurry up!” I urge as I march the dolly through the room. “I think I see a tile thief outside.”

      We load the boxes up together and take turns wheeling them over to a corner of what was once the front of house. Each one feels like it contains two—possibly three—baby elephants inside, and we end up ditching our jackets to huff and puff our way through the task. By the time we’re finished, we’re both red-faced and mopping sweat off our foreheads.

      “These better be some fucking nice tiles,” I grumble as I lower myself to sit down on one of the boxes.

      “I should hope so.” Julien leans against the wall opposite me and lifts his foot up to rub it.

      “You did hurt yourself, didn’t you?” I ask.

      He waves me off.

      “I’ll survive. Merci.” His expression goes suddenly serious as he places his foot back down. “Really, Monroe. Merci mille fois. You didn’t have to stay this whole time. It was extremely kind of you.”

      I pat the box beneath me, feeling the warmth rise in my cheeks and blaming it on the exertion. “I think we can agree that I did have to stay. You think you could have done all this yourself?”

      “Not at all. I should hire you to help with the renovations. We’d be done well before June with you around.”

      “June?”

      The shock and panic in my voice slips out before I have a chance to disguise it.

      “It’s ambitious, I know,” he adds, mistaking my alarm for disbelief, “but I want to start hiring in June and be open by the end of the summer. Of course, we’d have to change plans if I buy the place next door. I’m not sure what to do. I’ve had to wait so long to start this project that putting it on hold for any longer just feels...exaspérant, but it could be so much better with a bigger space.”

      His project—like investing hundreds of thousands into a new business venture is a hobby. There’s something inescapably entitled about him. It’s not even arrogance; it’s the obliviousness of being born into invulnerable wealth, of viewing money as a constant instead of something subject to the dangers of flux and flow.

      Every day I’ve spent as a manager has been marked by the shadow of that danger. It’s one thing to be an employee, to know that no matter how well the business is doing, you still get paid. Sure, you might lose some hours and your tips might suck, but at the end of the day, your pay is your pay.

      There’s no minimum wage for how much a bar makes. When you run the business, there’s no guarantee you walk out with anything at the end of the night. Sure, I’m entitled to my salary, but the reason I put in so many hours for free is that I’m constantly running numbers that tell me if I don’t do the overtime, I’m not going to have a job at all. When you take on the duties of a manager, you’re signing on for a permanent devotion to the ‘greater good.’ It’s no longer about watching the clock waiting for your shift to be up; it’s about obsessively watching the net profits rise and fall and doing everything you can to keep them out of the red.

      Julien talks like the red doesn’t even exist.

      “This wall,” he says, knocking on the plaster beside him, “is my dilemma.”

      We’re silent enough now that I notice the thumping of the music in Taverne Toulouse for the first time. If I strain my ears enough, I can hear people laughing. I can imagine Dylan singing rap songs to himself in the kitchen. I can see DeeDee dancing around behind the bar in her crop top, pouring shots and giving her famous order for anyone leaving to do ‘one for the road.’ I can picture Zach staring at her like she’s the sun.

      And here on the other side, I’ve just spent a half hour piling up boxes with a man who has a dangerous ability to make me forget about all of them.

      That wall is my dilemma too.

      Suddenly everything shifts back into perspective. He’s a threat again, something I have to outsmart and overcome. So many people are depending on me doing just that. I tell myself to pretend he’s a drunk at the bar and I’m convincing him to go for a glass of water instead of another whiskey.

      “Can you even change your plans this late in the process?” I ask. “You’re already getting tiles delivered. Things seem pretty...final.”

      “They are.” He sighs and reaches up to scratch the back of his neck. “It would be one hell of a headache to change everything now.”

      Sweet Jesus, let him put his arm down. I can’t think with his shirt riding up like that.

      A thought seems to strike him, and he laughs to himself. “I feel like you’re my bartender right now.”

      I glance around us. “This is hardly a bar.”

      “Then let’s go to one.”

      “Huh?”

      He pushes off the wall. “Let me buy you a drink. I owe you at least one for all your help tonight.”

      “I should get home.”

      The response comes out like a reflex, an innate defense in the face of imminent danger. Being alone in a booth with Julien Valois at this hour of the night has to be the definition of imminent danger.

      “I probably should too,” he tells me, “but...”

      His fingers brush over his chin like he can tell exactly what he does to me, like he’s charging his facial hair up with its mystical beard powers.

      “...I would really like to get a drink with you.”

      Say no. Do it. Just grab your dolly and walk out of here like a boss.

      But then again, he does have information I could use, and he seems to be in the mood to give it. If he’s planning to start hiring in June, I’m going to have to work a lot faster than I thought to convince Fournier I can turn things around. Even if Julien doesn’t seek him out, Fournier will no doubt present him with an offer to sell if I don’t get my ass in gear first. I need to be prepared for anything. I need to know exactly what’s going on next door.

      I tell myself that’s why I’m agreeing as I hold up a finger and answer, “One drink.”
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      “I don’t think I’m dressed nice enough to go in there.”

      I turn to where Monroe has paused at the top of the stairs. She started leading us to a pub back on Avenue Mont-Royal, but I had other plans and ordered a car to take us down to the Old Port. I walk back up the few steps that lead to the basement bar and meet her on the cobblestones.

      “You look ravissant.”

      “Don’t mock me.”

      I reach for her arm and pause just before I touch her, giving her a chance to pull away. She doesn’t. I tuck her hand in my elbow and lead her reluctant procession down the stairs, concentrating on keeping us from falling as the pressure of her gloved fingers seems to send warmth shooting all the way up my arm.

      I’m too old for butterflies.

      I’m too old for any of this: the flirting, the drinks, the maudit Shakespeare, the staying out late with a girl when I should be checking on my businesses and trying to fit in a few hours of sleep before doing it all again tomorrow. My work is my life. It has been for a long time. My alarm goes off at six seven days a week, and I haven’t been able to put my phone on silent since the day I opened my first restaurant.

      If there’s a flood at one in the morning, I’m there. If someone accidentally sets half the kitchen on fire during a dinner rush, I’m there. If a delivery company fucks up and dumps a load of expensive tiles off when there’s no one around to receive it, I’m there. There’s no time for my life to be anything but work.

      And yet here I am, hoping against hope that my phone will stay quiet for just one single hour as I try to figure out why the woman on my arm has been hanging around my head like a line in a poem I can’t quite figure out. She’s a brilliant metaphor I’m not smart enough to understand. She’s a simile that slips out of my grasp every time I think I’ve caught the silver flash of its scales between my fingers.

      I don’t even know her. I can’t even tell if she likes me, but I feel that same compulsion I did a few days ago when I saw her standing outside my property’s door. She’s a test, and I don’t want to fail her again.

      I’ve failed far too many people in my life.

      “I’m not mocking you,” I tell Monroe. “I’d let you into my Michelin star restaurant without hesitation.”

      She pauses on the stairs, making me stop too. “Now I know you’re mocking me. You don’t own a Michelin star restaurant.”

      I stare her down. Her brow creases.

      “...Do you?” she finally squawks.

      I can’t help it; I burst out laughing. She’s impossibly cute—even more so as she pulls her arm out from under mine and smacks my shoulder.

      “Call another Uber. I’m going home.”

      “Attends, attends. Wait, wait.” I move so we’re standing on the same step. She has to tilt her head back almost as far as it goes to look at me. For some reason, that gesture makes my chest tighten. “I meant it, Monroe. You are...You are not someone who is easy to stop looking at.”

      I expect her to smack me again. I’d probably deserve it. I’m doing worse at this than a stuttering sixteen year-old boy out on his very first date.

      Instead, her pupils seem to grow even wider than they already have in the dim light of the street. Her inhale is the barest hint of a gasp, a breath of desire so brief it must be unconscious and—much more likely—probably imagined by me. Still, she starts walking down the stairs again, glancing back over her shoulder to make sure I’m in tow.

      I could happily stand taking in this view for the rest of the night. She really is ravishing. The huge winter boots and puffy red coat would be old lady-esque on anyone else, but paired with her unrelenting curves and those damn perfect lips, she looks like a girl you want to throw over your shoulder and carry off to a warm cabin where you can spend the better part of a weekend making her walk around in just those woolly boots.

      I’ve never even been to a maudit cabin.

      Get it together, I order myself. One drink. That’s all you asked for, and that’s all she offered. You don’t have time for more.

      Not tonight. Not this weekend. Not ever.

      I learned that lesson the hard way.

      The bar’s hostess, a heavily done-up woman in heels and a little black dress, leads us to a table flanked by two arm chairs along the back wall of the room. The place is on the smaller side and themed like a speakeasy: leather seats, panelled ceiling, velvet curtains covering the walls. The room hums with muted conversation, glasses clinking and catching the reflection of the dim lighting so it looks as if the guests are holding crystals in their hands.

      It’s a small miracle to have gotten a table at this hour on a Saturday night. I brought us here on the off-chance; I expected to have to try somewhere else. The hostess offers to take our coats. I slip mine off and find Monroe still fumbling with hers.

      “May I?” I ask.

      She glares at my raised hands like she has no idea what I intend to do, and I nearly start laughing again. There’s something about her round face and arching eyebrows that makes her confused expression look almost childish, like a kid getting frustrated as they stumble over a math problem.

      She relaxes when I reach for the shoulders of her coat and turns so I can help her out of it. Her hair has slipped forward over her shoulders, leaving a triangle of white skin bare before it meets with the band of her shirt.

      I swallow as I finally get the coat off her.

      Just one drink.

      Yet even the thought of Madame Bovary alone in my condo waiting for the organic treats I pay far too much for doesn’t stop me from wishing this evening with Monroe could stretch on into more.

      The hostess leaves with the jackets, and it’s only a minute or so more before our server arrives with drink menus. He makes brisk conversation with us about our evening, and I answer his French questions in the same language before he hurries away to the next table.

      “You’re not from here,” Monroe states in English once we’re alone again.

      “What makes you say that? Never met a Québécois man so charming?”

      Again with the flirting. I haven’t flirted in longer than I care to remember—not like this, at least. This is the same easy feeling that comes when you’ve had just a little more wine than you should. It’s the heady warmth that coaxes words off your tongue when they’d normally be smart enough to stay put.

      “I’ve met Québécois men much more charming,” she responds with a scoff. “It’s your accent. When you speak French, it sounds European.”

      I lean forward, staring at her over the top of my glasses as I lower my voice. “Aimes-tu mon accent, Monroe?”

      She doesn’t answer my question about whether she likes it.

      “Where are you from?”

      “La France,” I answer, laying the accent on extra thick. “Bordeaux, specifically, in case you wanted to know.”

      The inquisitive expression doesn’t leave her face. “Your English is flawless, though. When you speak it, you have this...I can’t quite figure it out, but you almost sound...”

      “British?” I supply.

      She snaps her fingers. “That’s it! I couldn’t place it. It’s really subtle, but sometimes I can pick it up. It was driving me crazy trying to figure it out.”

      I like the idea of driving her crazy way too much.

      “I had a few British tutors growing up,” I explain, “and after that, I was at Cambridge for a while.”

      Her shoulders stiffen. “Wait. Cambridge? As in, you went to Cambridge University?”

      “For two years,” I amend. “Then I dropped out.”

      “You dropped out of Cambridge University?”

      She lays both her palms on the table like she’s steadying herself.

      “You make it sound like I committed a murder.”

      She shakes her head slowly. “I can’t tell if dropping out of Cambridge is just plain sacrilegious, or if it makes you even more badass than going to Cambridge in the first place.”

      I chuckle. “Most people wouldn’t describe studying at Cambridge as the definition of ‘badass.’”

      “Most people have an underdeveloped appreciation for academia. What did you study?”

      “Economics with a minor in English.”

      She dips her chin down in a nod. “Well-rounded.”

      “And what did you study? And where? Are you about to tell me you’re an Oxford honours grad and that I’m just Cambridge shit?”

      “I wish I was an Oxford honours grad.” She claps her hands to her cheeks and gets glittery-eyed at just the thought. This is the most passionate I’ve seen her since she talked about that run-down bar she loves. “I went to school here in Montreal. I took a bunch of different courses before I settled on a major in English and a minor in classical studies. After that, I did my Masters in English.”

      “You have a Masters?”

      “Are you surprised?”

      “No. No, not at all,” I hurry to backtrack. “It’s just...It’s impressive. I couldn’t even get through my undergrad.”

      The server comes back, and we have to admit that neither of us has even looked at the menu. I glance over the wine offerings and ask the server a few questions before settling on a glass of Merlot. Monroe orders a cocktail called the Brandy Kiss.

      “So how does a French Cambridge dropout end up in Montreal?” she asks me after the server heads off.

      “I was filled with a desire to see the New World.”

      She scoffs again. “Okay there, John Smith.”

      “My father was from Montreal,” I explain, opting for the truth this time. “We came back to visit a lot after he decided to buy property here. When he...passed away, the property went to me, and I decided to come live on it. That was six years ago.”

      Most people look away when I talk about Papa. They have to glance at the floor or the wall for a moment, have to distance themselves from the pain and the pity before they can turn back and tell me how sorry they are. I understand that urge; it’s an intimate act to witness someone else’s loss, especially when that person is a stranger.

      Monroe doesn’t even blink. She wears her concern the same way she wears her confusion: with a child-like sincerity. Her voice goes soft—not with the affected gravity we all use to placate grief, but with genuine compassion. It’s almost unnerving to feel so clearly seen, so clearly understood.

      “You must have been young when he passed.”

      “Twenty-six,” I find myself telling her. “It was cancer. No one saw it coming.”

      Her hand twitches on the tabletop, and the urge to reach for it—to feel the way her fingers would fit wrapped up in mine—is so strong it’s only the arrival of our drinks that stops me from doing it. The moment releases us, and we each reach for our glasses.

      “Wine again,” Monroe mutters as she takes her first sip through her straw.

      “What’s wrong with wine?”

      “Nothing. I should learn to expect it from a Bordeaux boy.”

      I let out a laugh. “I don’t think anyone’s ever called me a ‘Bordeaux boy’ before. It has a nice ring to it.”

      “Are your family wine makers or something?”

      I set the Merlot back down. It’s decent enough.

      “We are the wine makers,” I tell her, unable to keep the pride out of my voice. “My mother’s family is...Well, picture whatever comes into your head when I say the words ‘French heiress.’ That’s my mother. Her family owned an estate in Bordeaux for over a century, but they didn’t do much besides own it. It looked good to have a winery, you know?”

      “Oh, of course,” Monroe teases. “I have to have at least one winery to match all my handbags.”

      I brush a hand over my beard as I laugh. “I told you; they’re the definition of French aristocracy. My father changed all that, though—well, at least as far as the winery went. He was a maître d’ here in Montreal when he and my mother met—”

      “Your French princess mother married a maître d’?” Monroe interrupts. “What is this, a fairy tale?”

      “It might as well be,” I agree. “He used to quote this one line by Eduardo Galeano all the time. I forget exactly how it goes in English, but it’s something like...” I trail off, making the translation in my head. I can still picture him looking at Maman as he said it. “Something like, ‘We are all mortal until the first kiss and the second glass of wine.’”

      I might be imagining it, but I think Monroe nearly sighs.

      “He sounds like a poetic man.”

      “He was, but he was more than that. He wasn’t just a dreamer; he was a doer. He knew no one is ever going to work as hard for the things you want as you are. He had a vision for the winery. He came in, and he didn’t sleep until he made it one of the best in Bordeaux. Then he bought two more wineries.”

      “Because you can never have too many fashionable estates.”

      I raise my glass in mock-agreement. “Although for him, it wasn’t about fashion. It was about accomplishment, about building something. That’s why he was never upset that I didn’t want to join the business. He understood the need to grow something from nothing. He gave me that need. I could have bought out any Montreal restaurant I wanted with what we’ve got in the family trust, but I refused. I’ve never even touched it. It would feel too much like letting him down.”

      “He was very important to you, wasn’t he?”

      Her tone catches me off guard. She’s staring at me with that same open-faced concern from earlier, the one that seems to see everything—even the things I’d rather keep hidden.

      “He was.” I steady myself with a sip of wine. “I’ve never met another man like him.”

      “What was his name?”

      “Pierre Valois.”

      She lifts her glass and nods for me to do the same. “To Pierre.”

      “To Pierre,” I echo.

      We bring our glasses together, two crystals colliding in the shadows of the bar.

      “You’re alarmingly easy to talk to, Monroe,” I tell her, hoping to ease the weight of the moment. “Ever thought about working behind a bar?”

      “I...did,” she answers, stirring the ice cubes around in her drink. “I bartended my way through school.”

      “And now? Do you sit in dive bars on Avenue Mont-Royal writing revolutionary essays about the contributions of Herman Melville to the literary canon?”

      She rolls her eyes. “Again with the mocking. Also, ew. Who wants to write about Herman Melville?”

      I chuckle. “Excusez-moi. I feel bad; we’ve spent the whole night talking about me. I don’t even know what you do for a living.”

      She gets very engrossed in her ice cubes again. “I...am a manager.”

      I wait for her to continue. She doesn’t.

      “...Of?” I finally prompt.

      “Of...a store.”

      “You don’t sound too sure about it.”

      “I am.” She stops playing with her drink and looks up with a newfound certainty. “I am a manager of a store.”

      “Am I not allowed to know which store? Do you manage a...sex shop, or something?”

      She hesitates.

      “Sacrement, Monroe, do you actually manage a sex shop?” I can’t keep the bemusement off my face.

      She throws back a pull of her drink before resting it on the table again. “I’m not going to confirm that.”

      “I wish you would. I have a lot of questions.”

      She grimaces. “You don’t have to be such a pervert about it.”

      “I’m serious! I’m a business owner. I studied economics. The logistics of running a sex shop are actually very interesting to me.”

      She shakes her head. “Nuh-uh. I’m changing the subject.”

      “To what?”

      “I don’t know what. I’m just not talking about the logistics of running a sex shop with you.”

      Our server passes by behind Monroe, and I swear he’s about to ask how we’re doing before he overhears the end of her sentence, does a double-take, and keeps on walking.

      “Alors, then why don’t we talk about how you went from English grad to adult supply store manager?”

      She makes another face at me but consents to the topic.

      “I was going to go for my PhD,” she explains, “but I took some time off to save up for the program, and then the management position came along, and it just...never happened.”

      “You could still go back to school. You’re young.”

      “You say that like you’re old. I’m twenty-seven. I can’t be that much younger than you.”

      That would make her five years younger, to be exact. It’s not much, but it’s enough to possibly be significant if we dated.

      If we dated? What happened to one drink?

      “Regardless, plenty of PhD students are much older than you.”

      “It’s not an age thing,” she counters, “and it’s not like I’m pining to go back. My life just...took a different path. I found a rhythm. I found a place where I fit. My job is hard work, but at the end of the day, I feel satisfied. I feel like I’ve done well, like I’ve helped people.”

      “With the sex toys.”

      I know she’d smack me for that if she weren’t in danger of knocking over our drinks.

      “Pervert,” she grumbles. “It’s not just about the customers, though. It’s the staff. We’re a family. We support each other. How many people are lucky enough to say that about their coworkers? I couldn’t just leave them. They need me.”

      “Sometimes supporting your family means letting them go, letting them leave to do the things they need to do.”

      It’s a bold thing to say, and I’m not surprised to see she looks mildly affronted.

      “I don’t want to leave. We’re not all industrious pioneers, Bordeaux boy. Some of us can go to bed happy just knowing we made someone smile.”

      “Or orgasm,” I amend. “You know, with the sex toys you sold them.”

      I can’t stop myself; she’s making this too easy.

      “You have the mind of twelve year-old boy, Julien Valois.”

      “I think we can both agree I at least have the mind of a fourteen year-old boy. I did get into Cambridge, you know.”

      Monroe laughs as I drain the last dregs of Merlot from my glass. She doesn’t have anything but ice left in hers. The server seems to sense the end of a round and shows up to ask if we’d like another. I glance at Monroe. She checks the time.

      “I should get going.”

      The trace of regret in her voice fills me with something that tastes like wine and burns like possibility.  I ask for the bill.

      “How was your Brandy Kiss?” I enquire while we wait.

      “It was good, sort of spicy.”

      “Do you often go for cocktails? Didn’t Roxanne say you’re a craft beer enthusiast?”

      “I like to experiment—and don’t make another sex shop joke about that.”

      The bill arrives, and I pay before we get up to ask for our coats at the front. The night has gotten colder since we came in. I thought it was finally warm enough to start wearing a spring jacket, but apparently I haven’t learned much in the six years I’ve spent in this arctic vortex of a country.

      Monroe, on the other hand, looks perfectly warm—and unreasonably kissable—as she pulls the faux-fur lining of her hood closer around her face.

      “Let me call you a car,” I insist as she starts to dig for her phone. “I’m the one who dragged you all the way down here.”

      “You can only order one Uber at a time. How are you going to get home?”

      “I don’t live far.”

      She looks confused for a moment and then laughs to herself. “Right. When you said you lived on your dad’s property, I guess I just pictured, I don’t know, a pasture or something.”

      “A pasture?” I repeat. “Just how far is the closest pasture from here?”

      “Don’t make fun of me!” she complains.

      “I live in a condo.”

      “Near here? Must be a nice condo.”

      “It’s all right.” It’s valued at almost a million. My father did not like to think small. “What’s your address? I’ll order the car.”

      I type the address she gives me in and watch it pop up on the map.

      “Right near your favourite tavern,” I comment. “Maybe I can convince you to become a regular at my wine bar instead of Taverne Toulouse—if there’s even still a Taverne Toulouse on offer.”

      Something in her expression darkens way more than I expect it to.

      “Why are you so obsessed with demolishing Taverne Toulouse?”

      “I don’t want to demolish it; I possibly want to renovate it. Why are you so insistent that it stays the way it is?”

      “Because there are more important things than turning a profit.”

      She throws her hands up in the air and then crosses them firmly over her chest, turning away like she’s embarrassed. I still can’t figure out why that little dive seems to be such a sore subject for her, but this isn’t how I want to end the night.

      “I know that, Monroe. That’s why I wanted to open the wine bar in the first place.”

      She turns back to me, a question on her face.

      “It’s my...It’s my tribute—to my father. I’ve opened four businesses on my own now. I never could have done that if it weren’t for what he taught me, for how he raised me. I want to build something that will give people a chance to appreciate wine the way he did. That’s what everything he did was always about. He wanted to be successful, yes, but he saw wine as this...this gift that everyone deserved to experience to its full potential. Now that he’s gone...” I pause to swallow. “I want to make sure that gift doesn’t get lost. I’m finally at a place in my career where I have the chance to do it.”

      “Is it worth doing it if it hurts other people?”

      I drag my hands through my hair in confusion. “Monroe, what are you talking about?”

      “Nothing. It’s fine.”

      “Non. It’s not fine. I...” I trail off as search for the courage to admit what I’m feeling. “I haven’t had an evening this nice in a long, long time, and if I said something to upset you—”

      “You didn’t. I’m sorry.” She uncrosses her arms and stares down at her hands as she rubs them together to warm herself. “I...I had a nice evening too.”

      “Let’s have another one.”

      I say the words before I even think them. She squints at me.

      “A drink?”

      “A date.” Apparently my mouth has a mind of its own. “Go on a date with me—a real one. I want to see you again.”

      She starts to stutter, and I don’t know who’s more startled by my directness: her or me.

      “I don’t, um, I don’t know if I have time. My job keeps me so busy...”

      “Of course.” She agreed to join me for a simple thank you drink; of course she’s not going to say yes to an actual date. At least she’s doing the courtesy of letting me down easy. “I own three restaurants and a club. I’m the last person you have to explain about being busy to.”

      A beat passes.

      “I just sounded like a douchebag, didn’t I?”

      She grins. “Just a little.”

      The Uber pulls up, and she lifts her purse strap higher up on her shoulder.

      “Thank you for the drink. I haven’t been to the Old Port at night in forever.” She glances up at the aged facade and ornate columns of the building beside us, yellow streetlights carving shadows into the stone. “I forgot how pretty it is.”

      I watch her face soften as she says the words, and I know she’s talking about the city, but all I see is her. She is so pretty. So disarmingly, distractingly pretty.

      I can’t help but keep staring as she walks away, every foot of the growing distance between us marking the end of a night I wish could last so much longer. She’s almost at the car when she whirls around, marching toward me with determination in her steps.

      “Give me your phone.”

      I hand it over without a word.

      “There,” she says after a few seconds of typing. “You have my number now. I get to pick the next bar, and you have to drink something other than wine.”

      “Why can’t I have wine?” I ask as I take the phone back, doing my best to sound collected.

      I’m anything but.

      She puts her hands on her hips. “Do you want to go on this date or not?”

      “I’ll drink whatever you tell me to.”

      She hitches her purse up again. “That’s what I like to hear, Bordeaux boy.”

      I wave at the car as she leaves before I’m left standing there wondering what kind of idiot waves at a car. Then I start wondering what kind of idiot asks a woman on a date when he’s in no position to start dating anyone.

      If I concentrate enough, I can still hear Fleur shouting at me, her words bouncing off the walls of the condo as she threw things over her shoulder at a suitcase, not caring that most of them just landed on the floor.

      “Tu n’es qu’une machine, Julien! Ta tête est trop grosse et ton coeur trop petit.”

      You’re nothing but a machine. Your head is too big, and your heart is too small.

      I didn’t even reach for her as she hauled the suitcase out the door.

      The streets seems a little more dim as I make my way to the condo, the shadows a little more dark.
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      In addition to putting a sign out on the street, I let DeeDee blast a message to her thousand or so Facebook friends saying there’d be three for one shots at Taverne Toulouse for a limited time this evening. My hope was to attract some sort of crowd for when Fucking Félix Fournier shows up tonight.

      I need to get him sweetened up before we go through the numbers together. Why he insists on doing a business meeting at a bar in the evening is beyond me. We could have gone for lunch somewhere like I suggested. It would have been quieter. It would have put him in a better mood than being squished into my broom closet as we shout over the music thumping in the main room, but I’ve long stopped questioning why Fournier does any of the things he does.

      Taverne Toulouse is barely half-full when he shuffles through the door at half past six, balding and beer-bellied and scowling at the world. I’m thankful we’ve at least got enough customers to keep him quiet out on the floor. I can only imagine what he’d have to say if he walked in and found the place empty. I myself am having hard time not pulling my hair out in dismay at the sight of the meagre crowd, even if it’s bigger than what we’ve been getting lately.

      Fournier likes to show up every six months or so and make noise. I doubt he even knows how many employees we’ve got on the payroll, never mind what their names are, but it makes him feel like he’s doing his part if he can pop in and criticize everyone on the way they’re doing jobs he knows nothing about.

      “Monroe, c’est quoi ҫa?” he demands once he’s let himself in behind the bar. “What’s going on here? You barely have any maudit customers, and you’ve got five people on staff.”

      “I have four people on staff.”

      He harrumphs. “You’re here, aren’t you? That makes five.”

      “I’m meeting with you, Monsieur Fournier.” I try not to roll my eyes. “I can’t be out on the floor.”

      He just grumbles to himself in answer as I lead the way to my office.

      “This place needs work,” he comments, lowering himself onto the stool.

      My thoughts exactly, but you won’t let me hire anyone to do it.

      “We’re doing our best with what we have.”

      He taps some of the papers on my desk. “If this is the best this place can do, then selling is looking more and more like a good idea.”

      “Sales are up,” I tell him. I pull up a few documents on my computer and point out the upwards trend—the very slight upward trend that has only occurred within the past few days, but I doubt he’s paying attention. “When our profits are at their normal levels, this place makes you way more as an investment than selling it off would.”

      “But profits aren’t at their normal levels. They haven’t been for a long time. The students aren’t coming all the way out here anymore, and nobody pours money into cheap alcohol like the brats from McGill. We used to be the cornerstone of cheap booze and a good time, but competition is catching up.”

      “What if we try to attract different clients?” I offer, knowing full well it’s futile to present him with the idea. “This has always been the wrong neighbourhood for a student bar. If we changed things up a little—”

      “The only bar that makes real money is a student bar. They don’t give a shit what they’re drinking or where.”

      Félix Fournier: business sage extraordinaire. I don’t know where he picked up that idea about student bars, but he’s been trying to bash it into everyone’s brains like it’s gospel since well before I started working here.

      “If you want to get the students back, I can do it. I just need time.” I’m grasping at straws, but I need to get him off this train of thought fast.

      “Time’s up. I got the contact information for the guy who bought the place next door, some rich connard who already owns a bunch of restaurants. Shouldn’t be a problem for him to buy this place up. I’ve been talking to my lawyer about how I should make the offer.”

      “Give me until June.” I almost shout the words in desperation, my heart hammering in my ears.

      “June? It’s April, Monroe.”

      “Exactly. Just give me two months to prove this place is worth keeping.”

      He’s not convinced. “They’re renovating next door now. This is the time to sell.”

      “No,” I counter. “It’s not. I...I’ve talked to the owner a few times. They’ve decided to stick to their original plans, at least until the place is open. They’ll expand after if the business works out. Even if you offer now, they’re not looking to buy.”

      Technically, Julien told me he’s still caught between moving the building process along and going after the extra space we have here, but if Fournier doesn’t make the first move, there’s a good chance Julien will leave Taverne Toulouse alone—for now.

      “So I keep this place open until he opens?” Fournier demands. “Then what? Get run out of business by whatever uppity place he puts in next door and lose who knows how much money when I could have just got the place off my hands months before? He’ll buy. Places like this don’t come easy.”

      “You said it yourself, Monsieur Fournier. The only place that makes real money is a student bar.” Repeating his words like some kind of disciple almost makes me want to shudder, but I hold back the urge. “You’re not going to get run out of business. If anything, the bar next door is the one that’s going to flop, and you’ll be left with a solid money maker that hasn’t failed you for over ten years.”

      Apparently I have an inner real-estate agent who’s decided to come out and play today.

      “So you really think it’s worth my time and hard-earned money to keep dumping resources into something that’s not giving me any returns?”

      I nearly snort. His money is hard-earned all right; just not by him.

      “It will,” I reply, as convincingly as I can. “It will give you returns. Just give me two months to get the sales up.”

      What the hell I’m going to manage in two months, I don’t know, but now is not the moment for hesitation. Fournier settles back in his chair and runs a hand over the grizzled five o’clock shadow creeping along his jaw. Somehow his facial hair always gives the impression of being overenthusiastic sideburns rather than an actual beard.

      “Why do you care so much about this maudit place anyway, Monroe? Can’t be because of how much I pay you.” He roars with laughter like he’s just made a fantastic joke.

      Ha ha. My lack of a competitive salary is indeed hilarious.

      “I...”

      I trail off for a moment. The answer to his question is more than a word or a sentence. It’s a feeling so complex it would take a whole damn book to explain, and even if I was willing to put in the time or effort to write it for him, Félix Fournier isn’t someone I would or probably even could share that story with.

      To understand what Taverne Toulouse means to me, you have to appreciate history. You have to appreciate connection. You have to know what it is to look at someone everyone else has written off and still see something worth saving.

      There’s more to life than numbers and thresholds. There are things more important than goals and personal milestones. We live our lives so focused on the big picture, on that bright shiny future we’re all striving to achieve, that any person or place who can’t keep up gets left in the dirt when all they really needed was a hand to pull them up. At the end of the day, that’s what we give people here: a chance to put everything else on pause, to accept that even for just a few hours spent in good company with a cold beer, they are enough.

      That’s what I want my customers to feel when they walk in the door. That’s what I want my staff to feel when they’re punching in. I want this bar to be a place where you can raise a toast in triumph or find consolation in defeat. I’ve spent most of my adult life working to make it that way. Taverne Toulouse is all I’ve got to show for myself. This place and these people are everything I’ve worked for. If I lose it, what am I?

      “I like my job,” I finish flatly.

      Fournier just stares at me for a moment, shaking his head.

      “Voyons. Two months, then.” He smacks my desk with his palms before pushing himself up off the stool. “And I don’t just want to see a return to last year’s sales. We need to surpass them.”

      “Anything for you, Monsieur Fournier,” I can’t resist replying.

      “Very funny, Monroe. I hope I don’t regret this decision.”

      I follow him out of my office to where he pauses just before entering the front of house. I’m too short to see over his shoulder, but I can spot enough through the gap beside him to know the crowd has already shrunk considerably from when he arrived.

      I hope I don’t regret his decision either.

      “You should tell that kid to shave his beard,” Fournier comments, nodding over to where Zach’s serving a table. “He looks like a farmer.”

      He makes his exit before I run out of the patience necessary to resist telling him he’s not in a position to be criticizing anyone else’s beard. Fournier’s wiry whisker patches make Zach’s dirty blond scruff look like the epitome of follicular charm. Really, Zach’s beard is quite cute. It’s not as striking as, say, a magnificently trimmed, lustrously brown, woodsy-yet-refined style, but it works for him. It matches his rye-and-ginger-on-a-Thursday-night persona, all smiles and open book honesty.

      You have to be more smoky whiskey or dry red wine to pull off the woodsy-yet-refined look.

      Not that I have any particular woodsy-yet-refined beard in mind.

      I shut myself back up in my office, doing my best ignore the mental images of the very last person I should be thinking about. My brain gets the memo after a moment and switches gears to focus on the task at hand—namely, paperwork— but memories of Julien hover on the peripheral of my thoughts. He’s been hovering there a lot there lately, and my fiasco of a meeting today is just more proof it’s the last place I should be allowing him to take up residency.

      I have another hour of work to get through before I can go home, but Fournier was right about one thing: we don’t have enough business tonight for me to keep five of us on the payroll. I clock myself out before I get started. I’ve cut so many people’s hours lately that I can’t bring myself to do it again, not when they’re probably making their first decent amount of tips in weeks.

      I trudge through the rest of the paperwork and then stop in behind the bar to make sure everyone’s up to speed on the closing duties before heading out. There are still a few clumps of snow left on the curbs, but they’re disappearing fast. The cool air that rushes to fill my nose is scented with more than just the jagged chill of winter; I can catch a hint of ripeness, of mud and melting and the thrum of green things poking through the earth, even here in the heart of the city.

      My apartment’s stairway is still a slippery death trap, despite the bag of salt sitting at the top courtesy of Roxanne. Turns out not only am I too preoccupied to buy the things necessary for my survival, but I also seem to be too preoccupied to actually use them.

      I make it to the top without fracturing any vertebrae and pull my key out of my pocket. The place is old, a typical Montreal brick walk-up three stories high. My neighbour’s terra cotta plant pots are wrapped in garbage bags for the winter and take up most of the free space on the balcony at the top of the stairs. There are three doors: mine on the left, Plant Lady’s on the right, and the door that leads to the two uppermost units in the middle. All the frames are slightly crooked and warped with age. I have to boost my door handle up and jiggle it just right to get inside.

      It makes for a cheap anti-theft protection device.

      I slide my hand along the wall of the entryway to reach the light switch before pulling off my boots and coat. My book collection is constantly expanding like some sort of literary fungus and reaches almost all the way to the front door. Sometimes I think I’m going to come home one day and find a floor to ceiling wall of paperbacks sitting on top of my welcome mat.

      “Hello, Charles!” I call out to my Charles Dickens portrait as I make my way into the kitchen. “Did you miss me?”

      He doesn’t answer. He doesn’t have to; it’s obvious he did. I pull the remains of a casserole I made a few days ago out of the fridge and place it in the microwave. By the time the ding sounds, I’ve divested myself of my bra and pants in my bedroom and replaced them with an oversized sweater and some leggings. It’s going to be one hell of a wild night.

      I’m nestled into my worn-out couch, missing my mouth with every second forkful of casserole because I can’t be bothered to tear my eyes off the book I have open in front of me, when my phone starts vibrating on the table.

      “Goddamit, Taverne Toulouse,” I complain, “when will you learn to appreciate the sanctity of Dostoyevsky?”

      I grab the phone, expecting an emergency work call, but when I pull the screen closer, it’s not showing Taverne Toulouse’s number or any of my employee’s names.

      I was wondering whether or not he would sit back and let me avoid him. Julien Valois didn’t seem like the type to give up easy.

      It’s one of the things I found myself admiring about him, and that very admiration is the reason I haven’t answered his texts. He throws me off balance. He tips the scales. I don’t know what it is about him, but whenever he’s around, my world goes skewed, and the only thing I seem to be able to reach out for is him.

      I can’t let myself do that. I’m too mature to deny that I’m attracted to him. I know myself, and I know that whatever I feel for Julien is a dangerous thing. It makes me forget about my priorities. It makes me forget that there are people depending on me. It makes me forget about everything except me—everything except for what I want, and when he’s in the room, what I want is clearly him.

      He drives me crazy with his red wine drinking and his bulldozer approach to carving out a path of submission through anything that slows him down, but he gets under my skin in a way that just makes me itch to feel more of him.

      That attraction is not going to lead us anywhere good. We’re competitors. Even if by some miracle I manage to get Taverne Toulouse back on track and keep the property out of Julien’s hands, we’ll be locked in a battle for customers for as long as we both decide to keep our jobs. There’s no future for anything between us. Even a one night stand would get messy. It’s better if we shut this down now.

      I’ve always seen ghosting as taking the low road, though, so I take a deep breath and answer his call.

      “Julien.”

      “Monroe. What’s your first name?”

      “Huh?”

      He chuckles into the receiver. “I thought I could surprise it out of you.”

      “Why can’t you just call me Monroe?”

      “I just feel like I don’t properly know you. It’s a strange feeling.”

      “Everyone calls me Monroe,” I assure him.

      I did a full-blown Facebook security settings hack to make sure of it. It’s the only name I display there. From the fourth grade onward, every teacher I had got a special note on their attendance sheet next to my name. I shit you not, I special order actual lockable wallets so stubborn assholes can’t go through my ID. After some time, most people just accept that my name is Monroe and give up on their curiosity. I really hope Julien isn’t one of the irritating few who can’t get it in their heads that I’m not changing my answer.

      “Even your parents?” he questions.

      I try not to let out a growl. My dear parents finally stopped calling me the ridiculous name they misguidedly had printed on my birth certificate, but that doesn’t keep them from asking what’s wrong with it all the damn time.

      ‘Many things,’ would be the answer. Many, many things are wrong with that name.

      “I go by Monroe,” I reply, in a conversation-ending tone. “Can we leave it at that, please?”

      “Of course. I didn’t mean to disrespect you.”

      In the span of a few sentences, he’s gone from getting my hackles up to making my cheeks heat at his old fashioned manners. I can’t even remember what we’re supposed to be talking about. I know I had a goal in mind here, but he’s done it again. He’s made everything tilt.

      “So, I texted you.”

      Right. The date. The retracting the offer to go on the date. That’s the goal.

      “I’m sorry I didn’t reply,” I tell him. “Things have been crazy at work. I know that’s a lame excuse, but—”

      “But the world needs its cock rings?”

      “What?”

      He sounds puzzled. “You do sell cock rings at the sex shop, don’t you?”

      God, the maudit sex shop. I forgot he still doesn’t know where I work; I was about to go off on a tangent about Taverne Toulouse. I don’t even know how to correct him. How do you tell someone you mislead them about your vocation and then reveal that you can’t go on a date because you’ve realized you’re not emotionally equipped to continue secretly soliciting information for a business in direct competition to theirs that you’ve been working for all along?

      Nothing confusing or weird about that at all. It doesn’t help that I’m also now thinking about cock rings.

      “Look, Julien, I know I agreed to the date, but I think it’s clear that we’re both very busy people, and—”

      “And that’s why we should give this a go,” he cuts me off. “When was the last time you met someone who understands what it’s like to be a manager? Who always has to have their phone on? Who doesn’t know the meaning of a forty hour work week?”

      In fact, most of my previous boyfriends barely knew the meaning of a twenty hour work week. They’d complain about me always being busy, but then when I actually was around, they’d sit on the couch playing Call of Duty or take me out on romantic dates to the Dominos pick-up counter.

      Don’t get me wrong; pizza dates can be great, but if you tell me to prepare for a nice evening together and then make me come all the way out to Outremont just so we can grab a medium pepperoni and take it back to your mom’s basement, you are not worth the little free time I have.

      A date with someone who actually understands the effort it takes to clear my evening—and the constant possibility that I might have to cut things short—sounds like just the kind of anomaly I dared not hope to find.

      It would only be one date...

      I mentally bitch slap myself. It was only supposed to be one drink. Now I’m contemplating one date. Next it’s going to be just one orgasm.

      And who in their right mind can stop at one orgasm?

      “Julien, I can’t go on a date with you.”

      “Voyons, be frank with me, would you?” He’s still chucking, but I can tell he’s taken aback. “May I ask why?”

      “We...We’re too different.”

      “Let’s go on a date so I can prove we’re not.”

      I groan. “Julien...”

      “It’s just a date, Monroe. You piqued my curiosity when you said you wanted to pick the bar. You can’t leave me hanging like this.”

      “I’m sure you’ll find somebody else to pique your curiosity,” I shoot back.

      That’s when I realize how well and truly screwed I am. I’ve spent a handful of hours in his company, and already the thought of him flirting with someone else makes me want to embrace my inner vengeful warrior woman and shoot arrows at her from a tree.

      “I had a new idea about that bar you like,” he continues. “I was hoping to run it by you. Seeing as you seem to be their honorary guard dog, I want to know if you approve.”

      I jerk and then freeze on the couch, my copy of The Brothers Karamazov sliding off my lap and onto the floor.

      “What idea?” I rasp.

      “I’d be happy to tell you...over drinks.”

      The smugness in his tone brings me back to my senses.

      “You’re manipulating me,” I accuse. “This isn’t The Notebook. You don’t have to dangle yourself off a Ferris wheel to make me go on a date with you. It’s not going to work.”

      “It’s not?”

      “No, it’s not,” I fume, “so just tell me what the idea is.”

      “Bon. Okay. The idea is...” He pauses, and I can hear my own bated breath echo in the receiver. “Mon dieu, you really want to know, don’t you?”

      “Julien Valois!” I nearly screech. I don’t know how he turns me into such a maniac. He’s charming one second and infuriating the next.

      “Go out with me. Just once. We’ll go wherever you want. I’ll drink whatever you want. I’ll even let you make me get a craft beer.”

      “You don’t deserve a craft beer.”

      “Then I’ll drink a vodka Red Bull, or whatever other disgusting concoction you decide to inflict on me. Just go on a date with me, Monroe.”

      His tone is playful, but there’s a yearning underneath it he can’t quite hide, and I end up blurting the question that’s been bouncing around my mind ever since we got out of the car in the Old Port together.

      “Why do you want to go out with me so much?”

      There’s something about an equation including him and me that doesn’t add up. I’m not ashamed of my life or who I’ve grown up to be, and I don’t feel inferior to people like him, but there’s a clear expectation in the world for who the gorgeous son’s of French heiresses date as they build up their restaurant empires, and the underpaid managers of dive bars—or sex shops—who drape their love handles in Wal-Mart’s finest don’t exactly fit the bill.

      “Do I need a reason?”

      Not exactly the most doubt-assuaging answer ever. He seems to gather that I was hoping for more.

      “I’ll give you three. One: you are exceptionally smart, extremely funny, and extraordinairement belle, and despite what people seem to think, that is a rare combination to find. Two: you still haven’t told me what it’s like to sell vibrators and adult DVDs all day, and even if it makes me a pervert, I am very curious. Three: I...I haven’t felt this...well, this in a long time. I don’t—I don’t give myself very many opportunities for it.”

      He clears his throat, his bravado cracking to display a trace of self-consciousness.

      “Believe me when I say I realize just how many reasons there are to hesitate, but I’m a businessman,” he continues. “I know a good lead when I see one, and this—whatever this thing is, and I know you know what I’m talking about—this is a bloody good lead.”

      His moments of vulnerability are the hardest thing about him to fight. The brief flashes I get into the things that make him human, the things that give him hopes and dreams and fears and sorrows, are what tug on my heartstrings like a fish hook reeling me closer. A bleeding heart—that’s what my dad always calls me, and it’s true. I see a need, and I fill a need, which is why it’s so unfortunate that what he seems to need right now is for me to say yes.

      “You going to make me an offer I can’t refuse, businessman?” I quip, trying to cut the tension that’s crept into our brief silence.

      “I think I already have. I rest my case. Alors, where are we going for dinner?”

      “Dinner?” I repeat. “I thought we were getting a drink.”

      “If you’re the kind of manager I think you are, you work late every night. You’d probably have to skip dinner to make it to our date on time, and I would too, so let’s save ourselves from sitting in miserable hunger and get some food before we drink.”

      Why he does he have to be so damn perfect sometimes?

      “I’m only agreeing because you’re being immature and manipulative enough to withhold information from me that I am very interested in,” I announce.

      “I would expect nothing less.”

      “I will meet you on Saturday night at seven. Do you know Frango Tango? The one just off Crescent?”

      To my surprise, he lets out a full-blown belly laugh and continues to chuckle seemingly uncontrollably as I wait for him to collect himself.

      “I know it’s not very fancy,” I admit, “but are you really going to laugh in the face of delicious Portuguese chicken? I haven’t been there in forever, and the bar I want to go to isn’t far, but if you don’t want to dine with the peasants—”

      “No, no. It’s not that. I just...Frango Tango would be great,” he manages to gasp out before he starts laughing again.

      “This is not a promising start to our date, Bordeaux boy. Don’t make me change my mind.”

      I notice how fast my pulse is racing in my veins, and I realize that I really don’t want him to make me change my mind.

      “Never. I’ll see you on Saturday, Monroe.”

      “See you then.”

      Mission Cut Ties With Julien Valois: complete failure.
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      “Pour continuer le service en franҫais, choisissez l’option deux.”

      “I don’t care what bloody language you continue the service in. I want to talk to a human!” I grumble into the phone.

      The tile company’s automated answering system has spent the last fifteen minutes shuffling me through a series of options that had to have been modelled on the Penrose steps; you think you’re at the top, but all you’ve done is climb straight back to the bottom. I knew the chances of someone picking up on a Saturday morning were slim, but I thought I’d at least get a shot at leaving a message.

      I cancelled services with the company after the delivery fiasco, but they still billed me for a second shipment and then neglected to respond to any of my many emails. It wouldn’t be the first time I’ve faced the prospect of taking an issue to the Better Business Bureau, but things take forever to get sorted out through them, and I’m laying enough on the line to get this wine bar up and running. Having a few thousand sit in dispute for months on end isn’t part of the budget.

      I know what my mother would say about that. She’d tell me we’re rich for a reason and that I should take as much as I need out of the family trust. She’s never understood why all I used to set myself up in Montreal and start my first restaurant was the life insurance money. Even Fleur didn’t really understand it, but she knew I wanted to build something on my own, how important it was for me to shape something with my own two hands—the hands Papa gave me, broad and strong like the log drivers and tree fellers who made up his family’s past.

      Fleur’s hands were always so small in mine, white and soft and slender. Whenever I’d come home at midnight complaining about the fact that we wouldn’t turn a profit again that month, she’d roll over in bed and ask why I couldn’t just use some of the trust fund money from back home.

      Then we’d fight. We’d fight so hard we’d both be up on our feet shouting things across the bed. She’d get so mad she’d throw a pillow at me, and then we’d both be laughing at ourselves before we fell back onto the mattress in each other’s arms.

      Until the night we didn’t. Until the night she left with only a suitcase and flew back to France. I found the engagement ring on the kitchen counter. She’d taken it off before we even started to fight.

      “Connard!” I shout at the robotic voice in my ear. “Keep my money, then!”

      I hang up and let myself fall back onto the couch, reaching to scratch Madame Bovary behind her ears when she’s whining on the cushion beside me.

      It’s not even eleven in the morning, and I’ve already put out several fires—both literal and figuratively—across my businesses. I stopped by Frango Tango’s downtown location to let them know I’d be in for a meal tonight and walked into the back just in time to see a new chef send one of the stovetops up in flames. Thankfully, they hadn’t changed the whereabouts of the fire extinguisher since the days I used to help out in the kitchen myself.

      I still haven’t decided just how I’m going to reveal to Monroe that she’s taking me to one of my own restaurants tonight. There’s a lot of potential there.

      There’s a lot of potential in her. Despite having just been through one hell of a morning, I find I’m now sitting here smiling to myself like a complete idiot at just the thought of seeing her expression when she finds out she’s spent our whole meal complimenting chicken I used to help make.

      Monroe is a torch lighting up parts of myself I’ve kept in the dark for far too long. I hardly know her, but somehow she cuts through the boundaries I’ve put in place and takes us both straight to the deep end, to the crumbling caverns I never even finished building before I decided to seal them up.

      I don’t know if those places are safe. They caved in on Fleur. They collapsed like an aging cathedral and left us both crawling out from under piles of bricks and dust.

      Your head is too big, and your heart is too small.

      For a long time, I believed her. I believed there was something hungry inside me, something too hungry to leave room for anything else. It was like my father always said: your work isn’t done when you finish the first floor. You build up. You never stop pushing for more.

      After Fleur, I decided I wasn’t cut out to bring anyone to the top with me, but that wouldn’t stop me from reaching it. Turns out you can only sit alone in a silent condo for so many nights before you start to wonder if the top is even worth reaching on your own.

      My phone starts buzzing on the couch cushion beside me, and I pick my glasses up from where I tossed them down in frustration before looking at the screen.

      As if I hadn’t just lapsed into enough family reminiscences for one day.

      “Salut, Maman,” I greet her as I bring the phone up to my ear.

      “Julien, mon cher, please try to sound a little more excited to speak to me.”

      “Désolé,” I apologise, “it’s been a busy morning. How are you?”

      “All of your mornings are busy. I’m surprised you picked up the phone.”

      She sounds like she’s eating some kind of fruit—cherries or strawberries or something like that. A bowl of them always seems to appear in her lap whenever she sits down. I wouldn’t be surprised if she had the staff keep ready-to-serve fruit arrangements perpetually chilling in the fridge.

      “How’s the season going?” I ask, ignoring the jab at my work ethic. “Were there many repairs to do after the winter? Did they get enough staff hired on for the work?”

      My mother has people to handle the task of running the wineries, but everything is still in her name. She does more work than anyone in her family ever expected or approved of. Before we lost Papa, she’d wander around the fields with him, hanging on his every word and risking the perils of sun damage and insect bites just to hear him talk about all the things that went into making wine. When I was young, I’d trail along behind them, attacking blades of grass with a stick. Even at that age, I was almost as entranced as her by the things he said. He talked about wine like it was poetry, like it was the most intricate of dramas—a war song and a love story all wrapped up in one.

      I know that being in the fields now makes her feel closer to him. Listening to the winery managers review their plans for the season keeps the memory of my father and his words from slipping away. When we talk about the trees and the trellises, we’re really letting each other know that we haven’t forgotten. Not yet.

      “Winter was so mild this year. We’re ahead of schedule now,” she tells me, “but there aren’t as many people as they hoped looking for work.”

      “They’ll come. It’s only April.”

      It might as well still be February here in this frigid wasteland, but back in Bordeaux, spring is always in full bloom by now.

      “I hope so,” Maman agrees. “So much of this business relies on chance. I’ll never get used to that.”

      “At least your castle will always be waiting for you whenever things don’t work out,” I tease.

      “Julien, it is not a castle. How many times do I have to tell you that? It’s a country estate.”

      It’s a castle. She grew up in a modest—relatively speaking, at least—chateau, and her parents can’t wait for her to take it off their hands, but she’s spent the six years since my father died at the wineries.

      “How is the woman of the house?” she asks.

      It’s sad when I call my dog that. It’s even sadder when my mother uses the title.

      “She’s doing well. She’s sitting beside me right now. Actually, she’s getting a bit of an attitude. She sort of starts growling whenever I stop petting her.”

      I let my hand still, and Madame Bovary voices her discontent. Maman laughs into the phone.

      “Alors,” I ask after a pause, “did you need something?”

      She makes a very French-sounding noise of indignation. “Do I have to need something to call my son?”

      “Not at all, Maman.”

      A moment of silence passes between us, one that she fills with the sound of her biting into a strawberry.

      “I do have a...suggestion for you,” she finally admits.

      There it is. I knew it was coming. She brings this up every spring.

      “What if you came home this summer, Julien? Aah, aah, aah, don’t start saying no until you hear me out,” she warns before I even have a chance to protest. “It would only be for a few weeks. They need someone to get the restaurant up and running again. No one is as good at it as you. You could come do the hiring, get the season started...”

      “Maman.” I do my best to hold back my sigh. “You know I can’t just leave. It’s our busiest time of the year, and I’m hoping to open the new bar this summer. I’m needed here.”

      She doesn’t say the words out loud, but her reply hangs between us all the same.

      I need you too.

      “I would if I could, Maman. I would love to see Bordeaux again, but I’m—”

      “Busy,” she finishes for me. “My busy boy. That’s what you used to tell me when I’d call you in for dinner or ask if you’d done your homework. You’d look at me with this glare on your little face and say, ‘Mother, I am busy right now.’ You were always working on something, even when you were just arranging rocks or building sandcastles. Do you remember those sandcastles you used to build?”

      I’m not sure if the guilt-trip is intentional, but it’s certainly working. I hunch forward and rest my elbows on my knees, dragging a hand down my face.

      “I do remember them. Maman, I’m sorry I can’t come home.”

      Her question is so quiet I almost miss it.

      “You can’t, or you won’t?”

      It’s like a punch to the gut, hearing that from her. Fleur used to ask me the exact same thing.

      You can’t make it to dinner, or you won’t? You can’t come to my best friend’s wedding with me, or you won’t? You can’t give me more than a half-assed relationship, or you won’t?

      I never liked thinking about the answer. Deep down, I knew it was a choice. It was a choice to stay out late working when I knew she was waiting at home. It was a choice to put my phone back in my pocket when I saw her name on the screen, convinced I would call her later.

      It’s a choice to turn my mother down every time she makes a casual request that barely masks just how desperate she is to have what remains of her family back home. I make these choices again and again, but they never feel like an act of free will. The pull inside me, the ceaseless tug to keep moving, keep going, keep building—it’s stronger than everything else. It’s stronger than me. It wakes me up in the middle of the night, a sharp current shooting up my spine that leaves me covered in icy sweat. It can’t be ignored. It can’t be denied.

      I have no way to explain that to her.

      “I love you.” I fling the words out like a five-year-old who thinks they’re a magic spell that will make everything okay.

      They don’t. They can’t.

      “I know you do,” she answers after a pause. “I love you too.”

      We say our goodbyes, and the silence of the condo is heavy enough to feel like all four walls are closing in on me now that I don’t have her voice in my ear.

      My head is still far from silent. It never shuts off: the constant to-do list, the assessing and analysing, the comparing and measuring up. Did I do enough today? What could I do better? What am I doing next?

      Review sales reports, back check builder, contact potential wine bar staff, go on date with Monroe.

      There she is, tacked onto the end of a string of things to accomplish like she’s just one more milestone.

      This is why I haven’t seriously dated anyone since Fleur. This is what I do. I stuff people into the gaps and spaces in my schedule, and if that doesn’t work for them, I let them show themselves out.

      Not with Monroe, I try to remind myself. You’ve made time for her.

      But a dinner date hardly counts as being ready for a relationship. I haven’t been able to make enough time to go see my own mother during the past six years. When I asked Monroe out, I was so sure this was the right thing to do, that this was a shot worth taking. It felt too strong to ignore. Now I’m not sure what convinced me I had any right to waste her time when I already know the ending that’s in store.

      My phone beeps as if it’s in agreement with me, and I pick it up again to find an extremely unexpected message from the very girl I’m thinking about.

      What are you wearing?

      I stare at the screen like I’m waiting for the punch line of joke.

      Oh my god, she eventually sends in a second text, I didn’t mean it like that. I meant what are you wearing tonight? I just wanted to tell you we’re not going anywhere fancy. I know you probably usually wear suits out on dates.

      I settle back onto the couch, smiling to myself, all my worries instantly pushed aside as I imagine her getting flustered. She looks adorable when she’s flustered.

      What makes you say that?

      Her reply arrives quickly.

      Because you own a nightclub and use the word ‘palate’ unironically.

      That one actually makes me snort. Some of my doubts start to slip away as I picture the way she wrinkles her nose when she’s mocking me. She makes everything seem so easy, so light.

      I’ve felt heavy for far too long.

      Judgemental, much? I ask.

      You going to prove me wrong?

      I walk over to my closet and stand in front of its contents for a moment before I give her my answer.

      I just might, Monroe. I just might.

      It’s a long shot, but I cling to the chance that I might end up proving myself wrong for once too.
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      “Are you busy?” I ask Roxanne.

      “Define busy,” she replies, her usually smoky voice sounding even raspier than usual on the phone today.

      I force the request out. “Do you have time to, um, help me with...a favour?”

      I hear some rustling noises followed by a distinctly male groan of protest.

      “You are asking for a favour?” Roxanne demands. “You, Monroe, Queen of Ignoring Her Own Needs in order to Meet the Needs of Others, are actually asking someone for help?”

      “Well if you’re going to be a dickhead about it,” I grumble.

      “Non, non, non!” she objects. “I’m so proud of you! What is it? Should I come over?”

      More noises of a man in distress sound in the background.

      “Tais-toi, Cole,” Roxanne snaps. “Monroe needs help.”

      “Monroe needs help?” I hear him ask. He sounds out of breath, like he just finished running a half-marathon.

      Or like he’s just been bumping uglies with my best friend.

      “Am I, um, interrupting something?” I ask.

      “Just sex,” Roxanne replies matter-of-factly. “We were almost done anyway.”

      Which is probably why Cole sounds so pissed.

      “Well if you don’t mind coming over, that might be easiest,” I tell Roxanne. “I managed to sneak away from work.”

      “Who are you, and what have you done with Monroe? I’ll be right there.”

      “Oh, wait!” I interject. “Could I talk to Cole for a minute? I have something to ask him too.”

      “Two favours? You’re really going for a record today, aren’t you?” she comments before passing the phone off.

      “S’up, Cole?” I eventually ask, after he decides to fill a few seconds of silence with nothing but his breathing. He’s not exactly the world’s most communicative person. It makes for some very cryptic phone calls.

      “I can tell you what was up,” he mutters. I can practically see him glowering.

      “Ew. Save the innuendoes for your fiancée. I’m sure she’ll, uh, deliver the goods before she leaves.”

      That at least gets the hint of a laugh out of him.

      “So, I have something to ask you,” I continue.

      “Anything.” His tone goes instantly serious.

      That’s one of the things you can count on with Cole: when it comes to the stuff that matters, he doesn’t screw around. Behind that I-could-crush-you-with-my-fists aura of his is a heart of the purest gold. It’s that heart that I’m appealing to now.

      “What are the chances that your band could play a show at Taverne Toulouse?”

      Now he really does laugh.

      “My band had to play three extra nights last time we booked a gig in Montreal because there was such a huge demand for tickets. You would have a riot on your hands if we showed up at Taverne Toulouse.”

      “How humble of you,” I tease.

      “Just stating the facts. I’m sorry, Monroe. If it was possible, you know we’d do it, but Ace can barely leave his own apartment these days without getting mobbed. It would turn into a shit show.”

      Cole plays bass for an alt-rock band called Sherbrooke Station. They’ve been rising through the ranks of the music industry for years now and are the pierced and tatted up darlings of Montreal. While it might indeed start an actual riot, having them play at Taverne Toulouse would be a sure fire way to get people talking about the bar. I knew it was a long shot, but it was also one of my only shots, and I feel the desperation I’m becoming all too familiar with start rising in my stomach.

      “I figured,” I say as evenly as I can. “I just thought I’d ask.”

      “Roxy told me what’s going on over there. You’ll find a way to save the place,” he urges. “I know you will. You’re Monroe.”

      “Unfortunately that doesn’t hold the same sway as being Sherbrooke Station.”

      “I could talk to our label,” he offers, “see if there’s anyone else interested. We’re still the biggest band they’ve signed, but they have some major up-and-comers on there now. I’m sure you could get someone who would pull the student crowd in.”

      “That would be great,” I tell him. “Thank you so much.”

      “Glad I could do something.” His voice rises suddenly. “Hey, where do you think you’re taking that fine ass? I’m not done with it.”

      “Excuse me?” I splutter.

      “Talking to Roxy. She’s trying to leave.”

      “And that is my cue to hang up.”
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      I own exactly one piece of clothing that I can remember paying more than fifty dollars for.

      Okay, that’s an exaggeration. I consider essentials like boots and coats worth investing in, but the grey and white striped silk blouse from some fancy boutique on Saint-Catherine street was a spur of the moment splurge instigated by Roxanne.

      As such, I have worn it a grand total of zero times.

      “It’s kind of itchy,” I complain as Roxanne throws my coat at me and tries to shoo me out the door.

      “No, it’s not. It’s silk. You’re just feeling weird about wearing it.”

      “And these pants are too tight!” I insist.

      “They’re high-waisted skinny jeans. They’re supposed to be like that. Fashion is pain.”

      I roll my eyes at her. “Wow, you’re so metal.”

      “I am. Now are you going on this date already?”

      I stare down at my outfit, fussing with the edge of my shirt where it’s tucked into the pants. “Maybe I should change.”

      Roxanne comes over and lays a hand on my arm. “You can wear whatever you want, Monroe. The most important thing is that you feel like yourself.”

      “I know that,” I concede, “I just want to feel...like the most stylish version of myself.”

      I’ve never been on a date where I didn’t half-expect the guy to show up in sweatpants. I planned on heading downtown straight from Taverne Toulouse before I realized meeting Julien in leggings and a turtleneck might not be the most desirable course of action. I then sent him a very stupid and embarrassing text in which I asked what he was wearing, but even after warning him that we wouldn’t be spending the evening in formal attire, I couldn’t shake the sudden onset of insecurity. This prompted a mad dash to my apartment and the frantic emptying of all my drawers before I realized my spring wardrobe consists of almost nothing but leggings.

      I have only one friend who could work a fashion miracle with such limited resources. I suppose DeeDee could manage something too, but she’d probably just throw a tank top and some daisy dukes at me and tell me freezing my ass off is worth it if I look hot.

      So I phoned Roxanne.

      “I’ve never seen you so flustered before,” Roxy gushes as she pats me on the head. “It’s ben cute.”

      “You’re not helping me feel better.”

      She switches tactics. “Your ass looks amazing in those pants. Where are you meeting this guy?”

      “Frango Tango.”

      “You’re wearing this to Frango Tango? You’re going to knock him dead.”

      My coat nearly slips out of my hands as horror takes hold of me. “Is it too fancy? I told you not to make me too fancy! I told you I wanted to look casually intriguing. You know, like, ‘maybe I trimmed my bush for this, maybe I didn’t’ kind of intriguing.”

      “Did you trim your bush for this?”

      I stay quiet for just a little too long.

      “Ooh la la, someone’s getting laid tonight!”

      “We are not having sex!” I protest. “Shaving is just part of my special occasion grooming routine, okay?”

      “Right. I’m sure you shave your pubes for Christmas morning and your nephew’s birthday too.”

      I lift my chin up in the air. “Maybe I do.”

      “That would be so creepy. Now get your ass out the door. You look the exact right amount of fancy, and Frenchman is going to be on you like a magnet.”

      “We’re not having sex,” I insist as I finally pull my coat on and Roxanne follows suit. It’s warm enough out that I can ditch my arctic explorer boots and go for some more fashionable—but equally functional—Blundstones instead. “I’m only going on this date because he has something he wants to tell me about the bar and refuses to tell me any other way.”

      “I see,” Roxanne drawls in a way that suggests she ‘sees’ something else entirely.

      “He’s hot, okay? I’ll admit that. I’m attracted to him, but where exactly do you see things going between us? You know those ‘Caution: Falling Rocks Ahead’ signs? Yeah, a giant one is staring Julien Valois and I in the face right now, and he doesn’t even know it yet. I’m going on one date with him, and then this ends.”

      “But you did trim your bush.”

      I lock the door behind us and turn to glare at her. “Don’t make me contemplate pushing you off this staircase, Nadeau.”

      We ride the metro together all the way to the heart of downtown, where Roxanne hugs me before I exit the train. She stays behind to ride the rest of the way back to her and Cole’s condo.

      “I owe you a beer for the fashion advice,” I call back over my shoulder.

      “You owe me nothing, chérie. Have fun. Use protection.”

      I give her the finger from the other side of the train doors.

      Up on street level, I walk the two blocks to Frango Tango. The extremely popular Portuguese chicken place is just off Crescent Street, one of the main downtown nightlife hubs. It’s an excellent location for catering to customers looking to grab a quick snack before they head out drinking or to binge on meat and potatoes after they’re done with the night’s festivities.

      Someone had their thinking cap on when they decided to put it here.

      The red and blue storefront comes into view up ahead, a guy in a tracksuit leaning up against it as he looks at his phone. It prompts me to pull out my own phone and see if Julien’s arrived already and let me know he’s inside. I don’t have any texts, so I head for the door to grab us a seat myself.

      I’m only a few feet away when the tracksuit guy looks up.

      “Oh...my god.”

      I don’t even bother to be subtle as I let my eyes travel from his feet to his head to his feet again as I take the ensemble in: battered Nike running shoes, faded grey sweatpants clinging to his hips, a Cambridge University crew neck sweater, and an actual ball cap with the Cambridge logo on it perched on his head.

      Julien Valois has dressed down.

      He smirks at me where I know I must be gaping at him like a fish. “Told you I’d prove you wrong. There you were, thinking I only wear suits on dates.”

      I clamp a hand over my mouth as I stand there shaking my head.

      “How do you like the look?”

      “You...” I stutter from behind my fingers. “You look...”

      ‘Fucking hot’ would be the most accurate term to use here. Julien does laid back sporty almost as well as he does business casual. I didn’t know sweat pants could do the things they’re doing for his body, and the hat makes him look like some sort of army sergeant on his day off—except it’s a Cambridge hat, so he also has the added benefit of scholarly values spritzed on him like a fine cologne. He’s a complex cocktail of manly charms with an alcohol content high enough to get you drunk off just the smell of him.

      And sweet lord on high, do I ever want to smell him right now.

      “You look adequate,” I manage.

      He tips his head back and laughs. “Adequate. I’ll take that. Shall we?”

      I let him hold the door open for me as we step inside. The wave of garlic, oil, and spicy Piri Piri that meets my noise as soon as I’m over the threshold settles what was left of the nervousness tying knots in my stomach. All I can think about for a few seconds is food.

      “Mon dieu,” I moan, “that smell. I haven’t been here in forever. I used to come all the time when I was studying at Concordia. Have you had this stuff before?”

      “I have, actually,” he admits, “a time or two.”

      It’s the kind of place where you order at the counter and then have your food brought to your table. I strip my coat off and leave it lying across a booth to claim our spot. I turn back to Julien, expecting him to have already joined the small lineup, but he’s standing stock still in the middle of the restaurant, staring at me.

      “What?” I demand, glancing down at my shirt to check for whatever giant stain could be causing his reaction.

      “Nothing. Um, just...” he stammers, eyes still wide and slightly unfocused behind his glasses, like he’s just taken a hit of some overpowering drug. “You look...adequate.”

      Heat creeps up my neck, and all I can manage is a super suave reply of, “Oh.”

      I don’t think I’ve ever been quite so pleased to be called ‘adequate’ before. I really do owe Roxanne a beer.

      We take our place in line, and I dash up to the front to grab a laminated copy of the menu before passing it off to Julien. I already know what I’m getting, and I take the opportunity to observe the warm decor of the room: blue and red walls that match the brightly tiled counter, striped blankets hung like tapestries to give the place an intimate feel. It’s far from fine dining, but the soft lights are comforting and the music pumping through the speakers always sounds like it might be drifting in off the streets of Lisbon.

      “I like this place,” I muse while Julien scans the items on the page. “I know it’s probably not up to your classy standards, but there’s something to be said for hominess. I always feel like I’m walking into someone’s quaint little living room in Portugal. There’s this one family who has three generations working here. It’s a pretty amazing story. It all started with this one guy, Bento, who came over to Canada by himself. I used to chat with him when I was a student. He barely spoke English when he arrived, but he got a job here when the place was opening, and he worked so hard he’s the manager now. He was able to bring his whole family over because of this place. His mom works here, and now it’s his son’s summer job too. It’s just a little hole in the wall chicken place, but it changed their lives.”

      I can’t take Julien seriously in that ball cap, but there’s something so intense in his expression it almost makes me forget he’s dressed like a jogger.

      “I didn’t know that,” he says slowly, the words laced with a pensiveness that doesn’t make sense to me.

      “Why would you?” I question.

      We make it to the front of the line just then, and I’m quick to order the combo that fueled me through so many long days of lectures. Julien orders the same. I don’t even know why they bother having a full menu; everyone gets the combo.

      “Good evening, sir,” says the girl behind the register, flicking her big brown eyes to Julien and then dipping them back down like she’s embarrassed. She can’t be older than twenty.

      “Good evening,” he replies. “How are you?”

      That seems to bolster her courage a little. She gives him a shy smile. “I’m good, thank you. We’ll have your food ready for you as soon as possible.”

      “Does that happen a lot?” I ask Julien as I take the little rod with our number clipped to it back to the booth and set it on the table.

      Julien slides into his seat after whipping the cap off his head, but not before he ushers me to take my seat first. “Does what happen a lot?”

      There’s something so effortless about his old world manners. I’m all for female empowerment, but chivalry is my guilty pleasure, and Julien has it in spades. He’s the rare kind of gallant that doesn’t feel affectatious or stifling; he holds the door for me and takes my arm on staircases like it’s all part of a graceful dance he’s asked me to join him for.

      “Young women getting flustered by your charms,” I answer him.

      He looks confused for a second and then glances between the counter and me.

      “Oh, no. Non, non, non. She wasn’t flustered because of my charms,” he protests. “She was just nervous because—”

      He falls silent.

      “Because?” I prompt.

      “Um, never mind. Maybe it was my charms.”

      I squint at him. “You’re acting weird, Bordeaux boy.”

      “I’m just overcome by your beauty. You do look extremely adequate in that shirt.”

      My squint turns into a glare. “Don’t try to fluster me with your charms. It’s not going to work.”

      His smirk gets deadly. “Would you like me to prove you wrong again?”

      A few steaming plates get carried past us to the next table, and once more, the smell of the food distracts me from all else.

      “I think this might be my favourite meal in the whole city,” I announce before he can have a chance to make good on his offer. “Their recipe is perfection. Just goes to show you that you don’t need a fancy exterior for a quality dining experience.”

      I’ve been playing with our table number stand, and I point it at him now like a teacher jabbing a ruler at an unruly student. While I really was dying for some Portuguese chicken, my motivations for bringing Julien here weren’t solely based on the meal at hand. I may not have realized it when I first suggested the restaurant, but I later saw the potential in making a lesson out of this date. Julien may not see anything of value in Taverne Toulouse, but maybe that’s just because in all his years of being business savvy, he’s never had anyone sit down and show him what really makes people fall in love with a place.

      “Is that so?” he asks, looking way too cocky as he reaches up to stroke his beard.

      I don’t know what the hell is up with him tonight, but it’s definitely more than simply being ‘overcome by my beauty.’

      Our food arrives like a mirage in the desert, glistening with the promise of untold culinary delight. At this point, if they asked me to trade one of my fingers for a mouthful of those golden brown, pan-seared garlic potatoes, I’d probably consider doing it. The plates are barely on the table before I’m digging in.

      “Fuck yes.” I can’t help groaning after the server has left. “This was a good decision. Good job, Monroe. Oh, and look, they’ve outdone themselves this time!”

      I point at the herbal garnishes and tasteful arrangement of the salad on my plate. An intricate mise en place is not usually Frango Tango’s priority.

      “So they have,” Julien retorts, not bothering to hide the fact that he’s snickering at me. He hasn’t even touched his plate yet, choosing instead to watch with bemused fascination as I devour mine.

      “You’re missing out,” I tell him as I go in for more potatoes.

      We focus on our dinners for the next few minutes. In between bites, I get Julien to admit that the chicken is possibly the best chicken he’s ever tasted, and at least the best chicken he’s had in Montreal.

      A familiar face appears at our booth when we’re nearly done, though I doubt he remembers me. He does, however, seem to recognize Julien.

      “Monsieur Valois, Madame,” he says in Portuguese-accented French, dipping his head at each of us. “I’m sorry I didn’t come out sooner, boss. How is your meal?”

      “Perhaps you should ask the lady instead of me, Bento,” Julien replies with a smirk. “She’s the guest here tonight.”

      Bento turns to me just as I’m wiping a glob of sauce off my face with my finger. His eyes light up with recognition.

      “I know you, Madame! You used to eat here all the time, didn’t you?”

      “That’s me,” I admit.

      Boss? What the hell did he mean by that?

      “I hope you still find the food just as good?”

      “Better, even,” I reply. “It’s fantastic, Bento. Thank you very much.”

      He nods his acknowledgement of the compliment. “I have a good team.”

      He and Julien exchange a few comments about how business at the restaurant is going. Bento stands with his spine straight, his words delivered with the caution and deference of a private addressing a general. By the time he leaves, I’ve figured out exactly what’s going on here.

      “You own Frango Tango.” I hurl the statement at Julien like an accusation, slapping my palms down on the table on either side of my plate.

      He raises his shoulders in a guilty-as-charged shrug. “And I truly appreciate all the lovely things you’ve had to say about it.”

      “Don’t make me throw this potato at your face,” I fume. “God, you are such a...a...maudit connard de chriss.”

      He screws his face up. “That insult does not even make grammatical sense.”

      “The Québécois are not concerned with grammatical sense when it comes to swearing.”

      “That I will agree to.” He grabs his drink and shifts back from the table, watching me with a mixture of smugness and very justified fear.

      “Have you enjoyed making a fool of me?” I demand.

      He starts shaking his head, the smugness falling away. “I haven’t made a fool of you. If anything, you’ve made a fool of me. I’ve known Bento for years, and I had no idea how much this place means to him. I knew he was a hard worker and good at his job; that’s why I made him manager and let him hire whoever he wants. I didn’t know Frango Tango was the whole reason he’s been able to make a life for his family in Canada.”

      “And that matters to you?” The question slips out before I realize how rude it is, no matter how business-obsessed Julien might seem. I instantly feel like an asshole.

      He doesn’t answer right away. I drop my eyes and poke at what’s left of my salad with my fork.

      “It matters,” he finally says, leaning forward so I’m prompted to look up at him again. “I don’t know who you think I am, but that does matter to me. Thank you for making me aware of it. I know Bento would never tell me himself.”

      I don’t know what to say. I feel like I’m staring into a mirror, one that’s forcing me to confront just how over-critical of him I may have been. Julien doesn’t seem to expect a reply; he pops the last few potatoes on his plate into his mouth and downs the last of his water.

      “You mentioned a bar?” he prompts, the lightness back in his voice.

      “It’s not far.” I lay my knife and fork down on top of the few remaining pieces of lettuce on my sauce-streaked plate and slide out of the booth. “Should we get the bi—Oh, right. You own the place.”

      He grins as he shifts his ball cap back into place. “Has its perks.”

      He holds the door for me once again like the perfect gentleman scholar, and it’s only when we’re about to enter the dim little dive bar up the street that I realize I haven’t even asked him what he has to tell me about Taverne Toulouse.
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      She’s killing me in that outfit. I’ve appreciated her curves before, but the way that shirt is just loose enough to turn them into soft hints beneath the silk is driving me mad. Her jeans, on the other hand, leave no room for ambiguity; every decadent swell of her hips and thighs is on full, cardiac-arrest-inducing display.

      I’m so caught up in memory of her shimmying out of her coat at Frango Tango that I don’t even notice the name of the bar we’re walking into. We step inside a dimly lit space with just enough room for a wood-topped bar running along the entire left-hand wall, flanked with tacky leather barstools only a few feet away from the handful of rickety tables tucked against the opposite wall.

      I’m surprised to see most of the seats are occupied. Monroe leaves her jacket on the coat rack beside the door and leads us over to the one remaining table.

      “What do you think?” she asks once we’re settled.

      I take another look around the place. The walls are so full of mismatched paintings and old photos that the effect is claustrophobic. There’s a string of Christmas lights woven between the bottles on the liquor shelf behind the bar.

      “It’s...a dive bar,” I reply.

      “One of the best dive bars in the city,” she corrects. “When I was a student, I liked to study here. During the afternoons, it’s actually quieter than any of the cafes near campus.”

      “Monroe!” the burly barman calls out. He doesn’t have to shout very loud; we’re hardly more than an arm’s length away from the bar. “Feels like I haven’t seen you in years.”

      Monroe tilts her chair back so she can see him better. “I think it really has been a year since the last time I was in. How are you, Kevin?”

      “I’m still standing, aren’t I?” He points over at the beer taps. “The usual, I take it?”

      Monroe nods. Kevin jerks his chin at me. “And for him?”

      Apparently it’s not necessary that I receive an introduction.

      Monroe let out a laugh. “He is Julien, and he’ll have the same.”

      Kevin is quick to pour our drinks, and Monroe jumps up to grab them from off the bar before I can have a chance to do it myself.

      “This is called a pint,” she says sarcastically as she sets my glass down in front of me. “It’s what beer comes in.”

      “How crude,” I joke.

      She taps the side of her glass. “What you are about to taste is one of the finest amber ales in North America. This is the only place you can get it in Montreal. It’s brewed just outside Boston, and they don’t usually export it up here. Kevin’s cousin co-founded the distillery, and they ship it to the city just for him.”

      “You seem to know a lot about the places you eat and drink at,” I comment.

      She shrugs. “People tell me things. I listen. Kevin knows more about beer than almost anyone I’ve ever met. This bar doesn’t look like much, but the real die-hard beer fans know it’s the place to go. It’s how I got so hooked on craft beer in the first place—too many chats with Kevin when I should have been focusing on my books.”

      I scan the room with a new sense of interest. It’s still not my idea of an ideal place to spend an evening—there’s a cow hide on the wall, for god’s sake—but I can picture Monroe here, hunched over a table with a pile of textbooks in front of her, chewing on the end of a pen. I don’t even know if that’s a habit of hers, but I can see it so clearly it’s almost like a memory, one that lies just out of reach when I try to grab it with my hands.

      “Taste it.”

      I focus back on the version of her that’s sitting in front of me now. The buttons of her shirt are spaced wide enough that I can catch a hint of pale flesh in the gaps between them when she shifts forward.

      “Go on. Taste it.”

      The words suddenly take on an added heat. My whole mouth seems to go dry, and I feel my tongue dart between my parched lips. I wrap my hand around the glass. Our eye contact doesn’t break as I bring the beer up to take a sip.

      The liquid is cold, cold enough to make me realize just how warm I’ve gotten as the beer hits my taste buds, frothy and flavourful with the malted finish of ale. It doesn’t seduce the way wine does. It’s not a hooked finger or an arched brow; this beer is the slap of skin on skin, the exhilarated rush that comes from falling back on drenched sheets in a satisfied tangle of arms and legs.

      It’s the taste of a good, sweaty fuck.

      I watch Monroe’s attention slide to my throat as I swallow.

      “Not bad.”

      I swear I see her blush.

      She does her best to continue a normal conversation after that, asking me a few questions about Frango Tango and telling me more about the beer they serve here. I see how much she’s affected by the sparks jumping between us, though. She worries her lip between her teeth, and I can feel the vibrations of her knee bouncing under the table where it’s only a few inches from mine.

      “You had something you wanted to tell me,” she blurts when we’re halfway through our pints.

      “I was wondering when you’d bring that up.” I lift my glass a few inches. “Were you hoping to get me drunk beforehand?”

      “I have a feeling it takes far more than one beer to get you drunk, you wino. You probably have the tolerance of a Yeti with all the wine you must spend your evenings tasting.”

      I raise an eyebrow. “Why a Yeti?”

      “I was trying to think of something that’s big.”

      “Are you saying you think I’m...big, Madamoiselle?”

      Now I’m sure she blushes.

      “Just tell me what your damn idea is already.”

      “My idea,” I begin, dangerously pleased with how easy it was to put her on the defensive, “is that once my as-yet-unnamed wine bar has been opened and becomes obscénément successful in an astoundingly short period of time, as it is destined to do—”

      She groans and rolls her eyes before taking a gulp of beer.

      “At that point, I’m thinking about expanding on my original plan,” I continue. “I wanted to create something intimate, something that felt exclusive, where the focus was on savouring the small-scale details of the experience, but I think if I buy the bar next door, this has the potential to be...bigger.”

      Another eye roll.

      “You’ve inspired me, Monroe. Maybe there is a benefit to—what did you call it? Hominess? With the extra space, I could make the wine bar concept more social: a stage, maybe, for small concerts, a few communal tables—since those are so popular in the restaurant world right now—and an expanded menu at a more accessible price point. It might even attract some of Taverne Toulouse’s current crowd. Of course we’d have to overhaul the place entirely. It’s dingy at best. Even you have to admit that, but we could preserve some of the spirit of what it is now, and with a new manager on board—”

      “You don’t want to preserve it,” she interrupts, dark eyes flashing a warning. “You want to change everything about it. Do you think any of these people would come back here if they put in crystal chandeliers and replaced Kevin with some slick young guy in a suit? If they started serving smaller beers for higher prices? It’s called gentrification, and it destroys the things people love.”

      “It’s called adaption,” I correct. “It’s called business. Things change. They evolve.”

      “And what about people like Kevin? What would happen to him if this place evolved?”

      “If he can’t evolve too, then he’d have to find another job. That’s how it works. It’s not personal.”

      “But it is,” she insists, growing more and more agitated. “Kevin is almost seventy. He’s not going to find another job.”

      “Then I guess he’d retire.”

      “What if he can’t? What if he’s broke?”

      “Then—”

      I cut myself off when I realize how hard she’s gripping the edge of the table. For me, this is a conversation, a debate about the nature of business. For her, it’s clearly something else, and I was too caught up in making my point to notice.

      Your head is too big, and your heart is too small.

      “Monroe,” I try in a softer voice, “I understand what you’re saying. I’m used to thinking like a business owner, and sometimes I have to take personal concerns out of the equation when I’m making decisions. I’m used to being calculating. It’s a necessary skill, but...”

      Now I just sound pedantic, and her expression clearly says she thinks the same.

      “I’m sorry. I’m being an ass. Let’s discuss something else.”

      She lets me change the subject, and it isn’t long before we manage to regain a sense of ease. I grab us another round once our first beers are done, and somehow we make it to the bottom of those and start on a third before it feels like any time has passed at all.

      We talk about all sorts of things. Monroe wants to know what it was like to grow up on a winery. I fill her in on my life after Cambridge, how I killed some time waiting tables in Paris before taking a restaurant management course that prompted Papa to request I take over the winery’s dining options. I leave out the details about meeting Fleur in Paris.

      She tells me about growing up in the suburbs of Ottawa and how she’s always been a bit of a book nerd. No surprises there; she speaks like someone who reads. It’s one of the first things I noticed about her. The way she puts sentences together is straight out of a Cambridge lecturer’s mouth—although hers is much more alluring.

      Far too alluring. I’m not as much of a Yeti as she thinks when it comes to alcohol; halfway through the third beer, the background sounds of the bar start to blur. The warmth of her leg so close to mine gets harder and harder to ignore. I start to focus on the swoop of her eyelashes, the play of the lights on her hair.

      “Do you want to get out of here?” she asks after I’ve been staring a few seconds too long.

      I know I’m no longer sober when I start contemplating just how many of history’s great love affairs have started with those very words.

      “I’ll get the bill.”

      “You don’t have to—”

      “It’s my pleasure,” I say with a smile as I get up to head for the bar.

      I look down at myself and realize I completely forgot I’m dressed like an asshole who doesn’t own anything not fit for the gym. It’s no wonder Kevin gives me a shifty-eyed once-over before sliding the bill across the bar. I let Monroe know I’m heading to the washroom before we leave, no doubt giving Kevin an opportunity to tell her how much better she can do.

      The night is milder than I expected, and we walk several blocks without any real plan in mind, heading up Saint-Catherine Street as the neon lights of late night businesses and the shadows of closed up storefronts play across our skin. The sidewalks are busy, packed with people who’ve spent too many winter months stuck indoors.

      “Where are we going?” I finally ask when the glow of the Berri-UQUAM metro stop comes into view up ahead. We’ve almost walked the length of downtown, keeping our easy chat from the bar going all the way.

      “I thought you were leading the way.”

      “This evening is clearly in your hands.”

      “Well...” She tugs at the sleeves of her coat, and her hesitation sparks a flare of anticipation in me as I wait for what she’ll say next. “I really should be getting back home because who knows what’s going to happen with work tomorrow, but...we’re not that far from the Old Port now. I made you drink beer. I’m sure you could find us a fancy place to make me drink wine. Then again, you are dressed like a frat boy.”

      Truth be told, we passed my self-imposed curfew an hour ago, but I’m not in any mind to say no to a night cap with the most fascinating woman I’ve met in longer than I can remember.

      “Sadly, the best wine collection in Old Montreal seems to be my own. There is one decent wine bar, but you’re right; they won’t let me anywhere near most places in the Old Port looking like this. My building’s not far. I could stop in and put some real pants on.”

      She twists her hair around her finger, and I can’t tell if she’s actually nervous about what she’s going to say or just playing coy. “Or we could just...sample some of the best wine collection in Old Montreal?”

      The image of her lounging on my couch with a glass of cabernet fills my head in an instant—only she’s wearing considerably less clothing in that image than she is now. As the Québécois would say: câlice de criss.

      “I wouldn’t say no to that.”

      I try to play cool as I start leading us to my building, but my chest is thumping like a teenage boy about to pull the old stretch-and-put-your-arm-back-down-on-her-shoulders move for the very first time. I’m going to have to take it slow on the wine if I don’t actually want to be idiotic enough to pull that move tonight.

      If Monroe has any comments about the opulence of the lobby, she keeps them to herself as we cross to the elevators, only speaking once I push the button for my floor.

      “At least it’s not the penthouse.”

      “What do you think I am? The son of a European heiress?” I joke.

      We exit on the eighth floor, and I lead the way to the unit at the very end of the hall, unlocking the door and turning the entryway light on before ushering her inside. I don’t even have time to give a word of warning before Madame Bovary comes bolting from within the dark depths of the condo, skidding to a cartoonish halt when she notices the new human in the doorway.

      “Are you okay with dogs?” I ask pointlessly as Monroe bends down and starts fussing over her.

      “She is so cute,” Monroe gushes, my question landing on deaf ears as she gets engrossed in playing with Madame’s silky strands of hair. “I never would have guessed you have a dog.”

      The dog is loving it; her tail is going a mile a minute, and it only takes her a second before she’s clamouring to jump up and claim a spot on Monroe’s bent knee.

      “She doesn’t actually liked to be picked u—” I start to warn as Monroe gathers Madame in her arms and stands. I stop myself and just stare in amazement as my dog settles in like a miniature Queen of Sheba, lapping up a stranger’s attention and submitting to the utter inconvenience of being carried around like royalty in a way she never has with me.

      “What’s her name?” Monroe asks innocently, finally returning her focus to me.

      I cough. “Um, Madame...Bovary.”

      She throws her head back and laughs before calling me a Francophile nerd. I watch in bemusement as she kicks her boots off and pads out into the main room, leaving her coat on so as not to disturb Her Majesty by removing it.

      “It’s more...normal than I was expecting,” Monroe comments, surveying the walls around her.

      The condo’s design is sleek and modern, emphasized by the fact that I have almost nothing in it. It’s a two-bedroom unit, and while the place is spacious, it’s modest as far as luxury condos go.

      “It kind of looks like a show home,” she continues, “except for this.”

      She pauses in front of my floor-to-ceiling bookcase, one of the only things in the condo that’s filled to capacity. She has her back to me, her dark hair falling just below her shoulder blades. The city lights outside are bright enough that her shape is illuminated even in the dimness of the room. There’s something strikingly intimate about seeing her there in her polka dot socks, so at odds with the clean cut outfit and yet so her.

      She shifts Madame Bovary in her arms and runs a finger over the book spines like they’re old friends, like she’s sweeping a stray hair off the forehead of a face she hasn’t seen in a long time.

      I don’t want to move. I don’t want her to move. I want to study this moment like a painting in a museum until I know every shadow by heart.

      “Hugo, Balzac, Flaubert of course,” she murmurs slyly, trailing her fingertips over my copy of Madame Bovary. “You certainly like your Frenchies, but this little fluff ball I’m holding is proof of that. Oh, and here’s Machiavelli. Of course. I bet you’re his home boy. And what do we have here?”

      Madame finally starts getting antsy, and Monroe gently sets her down on the floor before stretching up on her tiptoes and pulling a book down from the top shelf. I have to fight not to make a sound of appreciation at the view that gives me.

      She glances at me over her shoulder like she knows exactly what she’s just done. “The collected works of Shakespeare in a vintage leather-bound set. How indulgent of you.”

      She strokes the cover so sensuously she has to be fucking with me.

      “They were a high school graduation gift,” I reply. I need to focus on concrete facts right now.

      “So you started early.”

      Sacrament, is she ever good at making things sound dirty.

      “Stop fondling Othello,” I order, forcing myself to snap out of the trance and turn some lights on.

      “Oh, Othello.” She sighs as she slides the book back into place. “I am one that loved not wisely, but too well.”

      I let out a snort of derision as I cross over to the kitchen. “He says that after he murders his wife in a jealous rage. Hardly the definition of romantic.”

      “Out of context it is.”

      “Very out of context.” I lay my palms down on the counter. “White or red?”

      She taps her chin for a moment. “Hmm. I’ll be contentious and ask for rosé.”

      I have to laugh. “How summery of you.”

      “It’s spring. I’m being optimistic.”

      I happen to have a rosé in the kitchen’s built-in wine fridge and bend down to pull it out. “Zinfandel okay?”

      “I honestly know nothing about rosé. I was just trying to put you on the spot.”

      I pour us each a glass, and she follows me to the couch. It’s L-shaped, and we each take a seat on either side of the corner. Monroe tucks her legs up under her, and the intimacy of the moment strikes me again—not in a sexual sense, but with the realization that I’m seeing a side of her reserved for private spaces, and she’s seeing the same in me.

      “To staying up past our bedtimes,” she proposes, holding her wine up for a toast.

      “To unorthodox interpretations of Shakespeare and to your delightful polka dot socks.”

      Her laughter is as pure as the clinking of our glasses.

      I can’t remember the last time I drank rosé. It’s usually far from my favourite, but tonight, the sweetness hits me just right.

      It’s been a long time since I’ve had another person in my living room like this. Despite being here for six years, I don’t have many friends in Montreal. Most of my evenings out are purely strategic business opportunities; I don’t have much time for leisurely chats over a bottle, and as far as dating goes, I’ve been sticking to one night stands and the occasional weekend fling since Fleur.

      I’ve learned not to promise more than I can give.

      The fact that I’ve cleared my entire evening’s schedule for Monroe, that I’m sitting here with her long after I promised myself I’d be in bed—I didn’t even think to consider the possibility of her coming home with me—catches up with me all of a sudden. It’s enough to raise a cold sweat on the back of my neck.

      This isn’t what I have to offer. This isn’t what ‘normal’ looks like for me. I’m leading her on. If the way she’s stretching her body towards mine and grinning at me over the rim of her glass is anything to go by, I’m letting her fall for a fantasy that doesn’t exist.

      She makes me feel like someone else. She makes me feel like someone I’m not sure I know how to be.

      My phone starts to buzz in my pocket.

      “Merde. I’m sorry.” I sit up enough to pull the phone out. “I have it set to only ring if it’s work. I have to take it. I’m so sorry.”

      “I understand,” she says lightly.

      I get up and answer the call in the kitchen. It only takes a few sentences from Cavellia’s manager before I’m on full alert.

      “What are you talking about?” I demand once he finishes. “Urinals don’t just fall off walls!”

      I get a few more details on the situation before I hang up and toss the phone down on the counter with a sigh.

      “What was that about?” Monroe calls out.

      I rest my face in my hands. “Apparently my night club is flooding.”

      “You have to go in, don’t you?” I can’t tell if she sounds disappointed, concerned, or amused. It might be a mix of all three.

      “I’m so sorry.”

      She sets her wine glass down on the coffee table and stands. “I understand—really, I do. You can’t really ignore a flood, can you?”

      You can’t, or you won’t?

      “I can see myself out,” she continues. “I assume you’ll want to change before you head out.”

      Right. I’m not exactly dressed to take command.

      “At least let me call you an Uber.”

      “I can handle it.”

      She’s already halfway to the door.

      “Monroe, I—”

      “Julien, it’s fine.”

      I follow her to the entryway as she shrugs herself into her coat and pulls on her boots. I want to tell her it’s not fine. It’s not fine at all, but what’s the other option? I don’t even know if there is one.

      “I had a really nice night,” she announces before grimacing at her own words. “God, that sounds so lame. I mean it, though. I’m almost, possibly, potentially glad you manipulated me into going on this date.”

      “Can I see you again?” I blurt.

      I watch her go still.

      I shouldn’t have asked. I didn’t mean to, but she’s leaving, and I didn’t know it would be this hard to watch her walk away. I didn’t know it would make me so desperate.

      “I thought we agreed on one date.”

      “Did we?” I reply, doing my best to mask how hoarse my voice has gotten. “I don’t recall.”

      She takes a step toward me instead of the door. It’s still so fucking adorable, the way she has to tilt her head back so far when we’re standing this close. That’s the only adorable thing about her right now. Her eyes are all fire, liquid amber and glinting glass.

      “Bon soir, Julien.”

      I barely have a chance to register the sweet scent of her hair as stretches to press her lips to my cheek. Then she’s pulling away and walking out my door.

      Part of me is glad for the interruption. Part of me is glad we didn’t have a chance to take things further.

      The rest of me aches to know what her mouth would feel like on mine.
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      “Give it up for Code Ventura!” Dylan, our head cook, shouts into the microphone. He’s traded his checkered chef’s pants for jeans tonight and is filling the role of MC and hype man at Taverne Toulouse. “What a fucking killer set!”

      It’s an accurate assessment. Cole came through on his word and got a gig set up for one of his label’s biggest up and coming bands. I’ve seen Sherbrooke Station live many times over the years, and I didn’t think anything could top their concerts, but Code Ventura just might be able to give Cole’s band a run for their money.

      The students of Montreal seem to agree. We timed tonight’s concert with the end of exams at Concordia and McGill and marketed it as an end of term bash. I don’t know if it’s the famous band or the ridiculous drink discounts I approved, but we were packed to capacity before Code Ventura even took the stage. There’s still a line of hopeful latecomers huddled outside the door.

      “We did it!” I shout at DeeDee as she passes by with a tray of shots.

      “Fuck yeah we did!” she calls back, swinging her hips like a hula hoop artist and still managing not to spill a drop.

      I’m standing behind the bar gate, watching the students in the crowd jostle around on the dance floor and converge at the bar like thirsty vultures, spending the money we desperately need. I was terrified this whole plan was going to flop, but the night has been nothing but a success.

      I can’t help thinking it’s almost been a little too successful. I keep eyeing the line outside the crowd like there’s a dynamite fuse tangled around everyone’s feet. There’s so much energy in this room, and there’s not enough space to diffuse it if things get ugly. Still, we made it through the show, and I do my best to rein my nerves in as the DJ takes over.

      Our setup isn’t ideal for Code Ventura; two of our biggest bartenders who are functioning as extra security for tonight have to shepherd them all the way through the rabid crowd to where I’m standing so I can let them into the back.

      “That was an incredible show!” I congratulate them once we’re all in the kitchen, which is only slightly less loud than out front. I start passing out the towels and water bottles I’ve got ready.

      “Thanks.” The band’s bassist and only female member, Ingrid, gives me a crooked smile as she takes the towel out of my hand and mops her face.

      Roxanne and Cole burst into the room behind me, Roxy clearly high on the music and possibly a little tipsy as she pulls me into a hug that nearly spills the drinks she’s carrying down my back. Most of the staff have been around long enough to remember the days she was a bartender herself, so she never gets in trouble for slipping behind the bar. Cole is as stoic as ever, but I recognize the subtle twist of his lips that means he’s having a good time.

      “Taverne Toulouse has still got it!” Roxanne exclaims.

      “Tonight, at least,” I agree.

      “Stop being such a downer. I brought you a beer. Thought you might need a breather.”

      “I think they need one more than me.” I gesture at the band, who all look pleased with themselves but thoroughly exhausted as they sag against the various kitchen implements.

      “Cole brought whiskey.”

      He holds the bottle aloft, and Code Ventura’s frontman cheers.

      “It’s hot in here.” I pluck at my sweaty shirt as Cole starts serving up whiskeys. “Anyone want to stand in the alley for a bit?”

      They’re all too concerned with the distribution of alcohol to wander away just yet, but Roxanne follows me outside.

      “Is it just me, or would that Ingrid girl be enough to make even a right wing conservative question their sexuality?” I comment.

      “Oh, it’s not just you. I’ve met her at label events a few times, and she has that effect on everyone. She’s like Montreal’s answer to Ruby Rose. I’m pretty sure half the people who showed up here tonight are just looking to get a shot at Ingrid.”

      “Whatever gets them buying shots at my bar.”

      She nudges me with her shoulder. “I can’t believe you pulled this all together so fast. I mean, I can believe it, but I’m just so happy it worked this well.”

      “Let’s hope Fucking Félix Fournier feels the same. Speaking of which, he was supposed to call me earlier tonight.”

      I pull my phone out to check for messages. I haven’t got any, but there is a new text.

      “What?” Roxanne questions as I stare at the screen. “Fucking Félix Fournier doesn’t put that kind of sly grin on your face. It’s the Wine Guy, isn’t it?”

      That’s her chosen sobriquet for Julien, and she asks about him much more often than I’d like to discuss the subject.

      “I thought you said you were going to stop texting him,” she sing-songs.

      “I was. I did. I just—I don’t want to be rude,” I stammer. “He keeps texting me.”

      “Have you told him to stop texting you?”

      I’ve meant to. I really have. After how close we got on our date over a week ago, I’ve realized just how important it is that I cut the cord. I might have blamed the beer at the time, but the truth is all the reasons to stay away from him dissolved like snow in sunshine before I’d even taken my first sip. I knew I wanted to go home with him the second I saw him standing outside Frango Tango in that stupid hat.

      Quite simply, I wanted him. I still want him.

      And I have to stop.

      Tonight’s success is just more proof of the fact. Everything I’m doing right now is in the hopes of stopping him from reaching his goals, and everything he’s trying to accomplish is about taking the things I love away from me.

      Not exactly the basis for a healthy and fulfilling relationship.

      “I will. He still doesn’t know I work at Taverne Toulouse, and there’s no way he won’t find out someday. I have to tell him myself or I’ll seem like a total insane person. I just haven’t figured out how to do that yet.”

      “I still can’t believe he doesn’t know where you work,” Roxanne chides. “You’re already going to seem sort of insane.”

      I put my phone away and glare at her. “Not helping.”

      “Sorry. You’re so much better at this advice giving thing than me.”

      “Unless it’s about clothes.”

      The door to the kitchen opens, and a blast of EDM and thumping bass escapes into the night.

      “It’s getting rowdy in there,” Cole announces. “You might want to check it out, Monroe.”

      Roxanne and I share a concerned look before heading back inside. I leave my beer in the kitchen and make my way to the front. Up on stage, Zach’s roommate, Paige, who happens to moonlight as a DJ, is bent over her gear. She shifts in time with the beat, seemingly oblivious to the full-on mosh pit forming in front of her. People have been screaming all night, but now the sound has a wild, feral edge that it didn’t before.

      I catch sight of frantic movement by the front door and realize the crowd outside has gotten tired of waiting and is now trying to push past the bouncers to get in. They’re not even real bouncers; I didn’t have the money available to hire the security a night like this needed.

      Things are about to get ugly.

      I spot Zach behind the bar, drenched with sweat as he pours three drinks at once and faces the stretching arms in front of him with a zombie-like stare.

      “Finish those and stop serving,” I order. I raise my voice loud enough for the other bartenders and the first row of people waiting to hear. “No more drinks from here on out! Bar’s closed!”

      Apparently that was the wrong move.

      People immediately start yelling profanities and banging their fists on the bar. Their faces warp and twist into booze-fueled snarls, eyes hazy but still sentient enough to focus on one thing: anger. I’ve created a hoard of angry drunks.

      “You heard me!” I roar as loud as I can. It’s not the first time I’ve had to cut someone off; it’s possibly the first time I’ve had to cut quite this many people off, but the principles are the same. “We have water if you need it. If not, go dance or go home!”

      The few customers close enough to stand a chance of hearing me don’t seem to be in a state to process the words. I hear someone loudly refer to me as a bitch, but again, wouldn’t be the first time. I can practically feel Zach’s nervous energy radiating off him even as he stands his ground, copying my arms-crossed-feet-planted-wide bartender power stance as we face off with the crowd.

      This is the moment of truth. This is when they either back off or we find ourselves dealing with an all-out riot.

      A few assholes keep pounding on the bar, but by now, the message that there’s no more alcohol being served has rippled back a few rows, and the less tenacious party-goers are turning to the dance floor.

      “Come on, kids,” I mutter under my breath. “Don’t make me have to call the cops.”

      We’re at least twenty or thirty people over capacity. I should have put my foot down, but a few of Code Ventura’s friends showed up late, and I gave the bouncers permission to let them in. The last thing Taverne Toulouse needs right now is a health and safety violation charge.

      “It’s working!” Zach shouts in my ear. “They’re giving up!”

      He’s right; like sullen teenagers retreating to their bedrooms, the crowd seems to have accepted that they’re not getting what they want. A hefty portion shuffles towards the door in search of a bar that will serve them, and it’s the first time in a long time I’ve been glad to see so many customers leave.

      Only they can’t leave.

      A handful of my staff are forming a human barricade to keep the people on the street from bursting inside like broken water main.

      “Shit.”

      Zach follows where my attention has gone and immediately cries, “DeeDee!” before tensing his muscles like he’s about to hurtle himself over the bar.

      I put a hand on his chest. “Easy there, cowboy. She’s fine. I need you to go cut the audio in the back and turn the house lights on. We’re shutting this party down.”

      He doesn’t look happy about leaving DeeDee where she’s quite capably making up part of the front door defence team, but after a moment of indecision, he nods and follows his orders. I just hope the guy knows how to kill the sound system. There are a lot of wires back there.

      I let myself out through the gate and onto the main floor, where I commence the perilous crossing to the front door. DeeDee greets me with a string of French curse words when I finally appear beside her.

      “They’re cray cray!” she shouts as a guy in a tank top tilts toward us before righting himself at the last second. “Totally cray cray!”

      She’s the only person I know who still says ‘cray cray.’

      “We’re closing!” I call out, loud enough that I hope the bouncers can hear too. “They’re about to cut the sound. Show’s over.”

      DeeDee bobs her head and then moves back a few inches, cupping her hands around her mouth.

      I cover my ears in preparation. She inhales like an opera singer about to deliver a particularly difficult aria and then let’s it rip.

      “YOU HEAR THAT, MOTHERFUCKERS? SHOW’S OVER. GET THE FUCK OUT.”

      DeeDee and I have had many chats about how not to close a bar, but for once, I’m glad none of my lessons have ever stuck with her. The music isn’t even off yet, and I doubt a single person in here didn’t catch at least some of what she said.

      Unfortunately, the warning doesn’t come quite quick enough. Just a few feet to my left, some guy punches some other guy over whatever insult he shouted before DeeDee’s grand announcement, and it’s like the whole crowd perks up to sniff the scent of violence. They’re rowdy and pissed off already; the blood dripping from the guy’s nose is like gasoline spewing over a fire.

      People start pushing harder. They start yelling louder. Somebody else throws a punch, and that’s when people start running.

      “Oh, shit.” Like a tidal wave has struck, I’m swept up in the throng trying to claw their way past the bouncer onto the street. “Oh, shit, shit, shit.”
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      “Yes, I’m the manager.”

      The police officer shines a totally unnecessary flashlight in my face. We’re standing a foot away from a streetlamp, for god’s sake.

      “Why are you bleeding?” he demands in a suspicious voice. I take it this is the bad cop. I resist the urge to look around for the good one and ask for them instead.

      “It’s not my blood. I was helping someone who got cut on the window glass.”

      He eyes the streaks of congealing crimson on my hands and the stains where I’ve wiped them on my pants. “Are you sure about that?”

      He might not be the sharpest tool in the shed, but I can’t blame him for being suspicious. After making their way out onto the street, most of the people from Taverne Toulouse took off, but some of the stupider and more inebriated members of the crowd started trashing the first thing they laid eyes on.

      That happened to be Julien’s property.

      I’d been trying and failing to stop the hooligans from kicking in the windows when one of the kids decided to go all Hulk Smash and use his fist on the glass. He keeled over, spurting blood everywhere, and that’s when my focus shifted to making sure no one died on the pavement tonight. I guess he decided running through the city with an arm full of glass was a better fate than facing the cops because he took off with the rest of them when the cruiser pulled up.

      That left just me, my battle-weary staff, and our frazzled musical entertainment here to face the fuzz.

      “Lalonde, put that maudit flashlight down,” an authoritative voice calls out.

      The second officer, who is hopefully the good—and smarter—cop strides over to us from where she’s been interviewing Dylan. Bad Cop sheepishly tucks the flashlight away but makes sure to shoot me a sneer right after he does.

      “The statements check out,” I hear his evident superior mutter before she turns to me. “You’re the manager, yes? Does this place have exterior cameras?”

      I shake my head as I run my hands up and down my arms. It’s far too cold to be conducting interviews outside. “Only inside the bar, I’m afraid.”

      “We’ll need the footage anyway. Do you have the contact information for your property’s owner?” She pulls out a cell phone, and I’m just about to reply when a cab pulls up to the curb in front of us.

      The passenger side door swings open, and Good Cop moves to intercept the man getting out. I catch one glimpse of his profile and suck in a breath before turning away.

      The last thing I need is to come face to face with Julien Valois.

      “Monsieur, I’m going to have to ask you to—”

      “I’m the owner.” The melody of his accent is somehow still soothing despite the tension resonating in his words. “Of the building. I got an alert from my alarm system. What—Ah, merde! The windows!”

      I risk allowing myself a peek, but he doesn’t even glance my way as he rushes past to assess the damage at his bar. All four panels of the front windows have been trashed, and the bottom of the door has a spider web of cracks running through the glass. Thankfully, that’s all there is to the damage; no one managed to get inside.

      Julien examines what’s left of the windows, peering through the jagged holes into the darkness of the room beyond. I watch him raise his hand to brace it on the frame and then jerk back like he’s been cut. As he glares down at his fingertip, it’s all I can do not to rush forward and cradle his hand in mine, seeking a way to dull the pain, even if all I have to offer is comfort and quiet words.

      Baby bird instinct, remember?

      He only inspects his finger for a moment before he clenches his hand into a fist and turns back to the cops. I’ve never seen him in full business mode before, lunging like the flash of a sword through the air, all precision and speed, ready to cut straight to the point. He’s dressed in a button-down and what looks like a tailored black wool coat, despite the fact that it’s almost two in the morning. There’s no weariness in his face, only determination. More than ever, he looks like a man who gets things done.

      “What happened?” His voice is steel, hard and unyielding, ready to wound if it needs to.

      “That’s what we’re trying to find out,” the female cop answers. “Things got rowdy next door. We’re in the middle of getting official statements from the manager and any other witnesses. If you’d like to press charges—”

      “The manager?”

      Like a kid convinced of the ‘I can’t see you if you can’t see me’ rule, I turned away as soon as the cop nodded in my direction, but Julien must have pinned me down anyway. My first instinct is to tuck and roll into Taverne Toulouse, but I force myself to take a deep breath and face the music like an adult.

      Although if I actually knew how to tuck and roll, I’d probably be going with that solution.

      “I thought you may have met,” the cop continues. “This is—”

      “Monroe.” I close the few steps of distance between us. “We’ve met.”

      I can’t meet his eyes. I stare at the top button of his shirt instead.

      The tension surging between us must have a fatally high voltage, but if the cop notices, she doesn’t give any hint.

      “Anyway,” she goes on, “as I was saying—Lalonde! What did I tell you about the flashlight?”

      Her partner in crime—or crime stopping, rather—is subjecting Code Ventura to his beam of truth and integrity. She leaves us to ourselves to go reprimand him and likely save the eyesight of one of the most promising bands in Montreal.

      Now that we’re alone, the current encircling Julien and I turns into a writhing coil of live wires.

      “I have to say,” he finally begins, “it makes sense.”

      I move my attention from his button to his beard before forcing it all the way up to his eyes. I find him staring down at where I’m wringing my hands—the hands that are still stained with blood. His features pinch with concern that quickly grows into alarm.

      “Are you all right? You’re bleeding. Did someone hurt you? We should get you bandaged. They must have—”

      “I’m fine,” I cut him off. “It’s, uh, not my blood.”

      “Not your blood,” he repeats.

      He swallows and nods as he lets that sink in. Then he steps back and crosses his arms over his chest, seemingly to let the rest of this whole shit show sink in too. I stand there with my heart pounding, unable to speak anymore. I don’t even know what I would say if I could.

      “I couldn’t figure out why you were so defensive about this place. I knew there had to be more to it,” he finally admits, raising a hand to rub his beard. “Now what I can’t figure out is why you didn’t tell me.”

      “I just—We weren’t—”

      I try to swallow down the lump in my throat, but it keeps rising until it chokes me. Julien’s concern returns as he watches me struggle.

      “Monroe, are you all right?”

      This has gone on for too long. He’s not even mad at me, and I can’t take it. He needs to know this can’t go any further. I need to make myself accept it too. For Dickens’ sake, I just got his property trashed. If this isn’t a clear warning sign for how incompatible our lives are, I don’t know what is.

      I have to break this off like I’ve been meaning to all along—only I’ve chosen this exact moment to realize how much of me is going to break right along with it.

      “It was never supposed to go this far,” I blurt, dropping my voice low enough that no one else can hear. “Me and you. There was never supposed to be a me and you.”

      “What are you talking about?” He glances over his shoulders before stepping closer.

      “I shouldn’t have gone on that date with you, and I’ve been meaning to tell you that I can’t...I can’t do this.”

      He considers me for a moment. “Monroe, if this is about our jobs, we—”

      “They’re not just jobs,” I interrupt, seizing on the spark that starts in me and using it to light a fire. “This is not just a job to me. This is my family.” I throw my arm out to indicate everyone scattered on the sidewalk. “This is my life. I care about this place, and you want to take it away.”

      His eyebrows shoot up over his glasses. “Monroe, you’re making me sound like some kind of super villain, like an enemy. Have you been trying to seduce me to get information about all my evil plans?”

      He laughs like the idea is ridiculous, but the sound fades when he notices I don’t even crack a smile.

      “Vraiment? That’s really what this is to you? That date...” I watch it dawn on him. “You only agreed to come because I had something to tell you about Taverne Toulouse.”

      That’s not why I agreed. That was my excuse for agreeing, but there were dozens of reasons why I wanted to spend time with this man. The velvet of his voice, the threat and promise of his hands, the way the heat of him beside me makes the needs and wants of the rest of the world lose their grip on me for once...

      But telling him that isn’t going to get us anywhere.

      “I’m sorry.”

      “You’re lying.”

      He lays the words down like a challenge, crossing his arms over his chest and inviting me to step up to the plate.

      “You like me, even if you don’t want to like me, and you’re using this as a way to hide it from yourself.”

      “You don’t know how I feel,” I shoot back.

      “I know how you look at me.” He doesn’t move, but somehow he seems to get closer. “I know how your voice gets a little bit faster and a little higher pitched every time we touch. I know that when you kissed my cheek, what you really wanted was to—”

      “I was drunk.”

      For the first time, he looks like I’ve managed to wound him. A moment of heavy silence passes before he responds.

      “Prove me wrong.” Now he does step closer. “Prove me wrong, Monroe. Look at me and tell me you don’t want more.”

      “I...”

      I catch a hint of his scent, all leather and spice like the air in his apartment, and my body screams for more, demands it with the insistence of a princess throwing a tantrum. Even my heart speaks up somewhere deep inside me, beats out its want and its longing in a flutter that travels all the way up to my throat.

      Only my head offers the words I need to say to him.

      “Even if I did want more, it wouldn’t matter. We’re competitors. We are enemies. Everything I want is in direct opposition to what you want. Our jobs—”

      “Forget about the jobs. Forget them for just one second.”

      I know how difficult it is for him to say that, how much he’s laying on the line for me, and it’s just makes this even harder.

      “I can’t.” I steel myself against the temptation to do otherwise. “I can’t, and neither can you. Your job, everything you’ve built, everything you want to build...It’s your life. You told me yourself. You already chose it over me that night at your apartment.”

      I’m grasping at straws here to try to prove my point. I expect him to argue back, but his spine stiffens, and his features twist like he’s wracked with a surge of pain. The expression is gone in a second, shuttered behind that steely exterior he put on moments before. He’s not the man I know anymore. He’s locked that person away. He’s all business now.

      “Maybe you’re right.” The words are clipped. “Maybe this was a mistake.”

      He turns away, putting a few long strides of distance between us. I watch as he pulls his phone out and jabs at the screen before bringing it up to his ear. He paces the sidewalk, barking orders into the phone. His gaze only flicks to me once, and it’s like he sees straight through me, like there really was no him and me after all.
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      The shower pounds into the muscles of my neck and shoulders, a steady blast that’s usually enough to ease some of the tension I’ve built up over the day. I wait for the knots to loosen, but if anything, they just coil up even tighter.

      5AM. I didn’t get home until 5AM. The cops had dozens of pointless questions for me and then wanted inside my bar to investigate the damage. I don’t know what there was to investigate; a couple drunks smashed a few windows. It must happen every weekend somewhere in the city.

      By the time the investigation concluded, it was too late for me to get a hold of Cavellia’s staff and see if I could offer them enough overtime pay to come help me board the windows up. By some miracle, a few good Samaritans from Taverne Toulouse showed up with a tool kit and some cardboard.

      Monroe wasn’t with them.

      “Câlice de criss,” I mutter, borrowing a curse from the Québécois. No one curses quite so emphatically as the French Canadians.

      I was an idiot for thinking this time could be different, for believing that after all these years of telling myself otherwise, I was ready to try again.

      I’m thirty-two. There’s no time for trying again. I’ve reached the age for settling down, and what I should be settling down into is the understanding that I’m not cut out to be with someone.

      I should be grateful for what happened with Monroe. It seems I needed a reminder, and she was the perfect one. She woke just enough of me up to remind me how much safer it is to stay asleep, how much easier it is to live in dreams where you can wish someone else’s pain away instead of being forced to watch it eat them from the inside out.

      I shut the water off and grab a towel before making my way to the bedroom. I’m just about to drop onto the mattress when the soft rap of someone’s knuckles on my door sounds through the apartment.

      Madame Bovary lifts her head up in her luxury dog bed on the floor. I freeze and strain my ears to listen. Enough time passes that I think I must have imagined it before the noise comes again, louder this time.

      I don’t know who could have gotten in without buzzing me. If it’s the bloody police, they’re going to have one pissed off Frenchman to deal with. I pull my sweatpants on and trudge over to open the door, my fearless watchdog opting to stay put in her bed.

      I yank the door open, and everything in me goes hot and cold all at once.

      She’s already turned away, like she wasn’t expecting me to answer. Her eyes go wide with surprise when she whips her head around at the sound of the door. I take every detail of her in as if time has slowed down just to give me the privilege. Her hair is damp and a few shades darker than it is when it’s dry. It hangs straight and heavy over her shoulders, drops of water collecting at the ends and seeping into the fabric of her coat. She doesn’t have makeup on like she did earlier tonight, and her eyes are tired even as they brighten with the shock of seeing me. Her lips part, colour slowly flooding her sleep-deprived pallor. Even after a night from hell, she’s stunning.

      It’s only then that I realize I’m not wearing a shirt.

      Despite the difference in clothing, it almost feels like we’ve returned to the end of our date. I can feel her mouth again, so gentle where it pressed against my cheek, hot and soft and glossed with the promise of more.

      I forget all about what was said on the sidewalk tonight. I forget that it’s past five in the morning. I forget everything except the need to have her where she belongs: on the other side of this door, preferably with her back against the wood and her legs around my waist.

      “I...I, um...” she stutters. There’s something intimate about watching her lose her words. I get the sense that it doesn’t happen often. “I...Someone was leaving, down in the lobby. They let me in. I didn’t...I didn’t think you’d answer if I buzzed.”

      “Why are you here?”

      The words come out colder than I intend. The steel they’re laced with is meant for me, not for her. I have to get a grip, or I really will try to kiss her. That can’t be what she came here for.

      “Because...I lied to you.”

      “About working for Taverne Toulouse?”

      “About wanting more.”

      I brace my hand on the doorframe, hoping she’ll go on. She has to go on. She has to say more than that, or I won’t be able to stop myself from trying something she’ll reject and I’ll regret.

      “I do want more. I...There is a me and you. There shouldn’t be, but there is, and I couldn’t fall asleep without telling you.”

      “So you came to my apartment?”

      I sound like a dickhead. I can’t come up with the right words, mostly because I’m not thinking with words at all. I’m thinking with breath. I’m thinking with skin. I’m thinking with blood and heartbeats and the flex of muscles that beg not to be restrained.

      Monroe’s face hardens, her vulnerability arming itself with contempt. “Clearly this was a mistake too. I’ll just go.”

      “Wait.”

      I lunge forward but force my hand to drop to my side just before I can grab her wrist. I won’t touch her, not unless I know she wants it.

      I don’t know what she wants. I don’t have a hope of figuring out what’s going on behind those bright brown eyes. All I know is that I want a chance to try, to sip and savour and let the flavours play out on my tongue.

      God, I would give anything to make her stay.

      “I’m sorry,” I urge. “It’s five in the morning, and I woke up at six yesterday, but that’s not even the reason everything I say is coming out wrong. I just...I’m scared to mess this up. I’m scared to watch you go. When I look at you, I see this—this chance. I know I’ll spend the rest of my life regretting it if I don’t take it, which is complètement fou considering I didn’t even know you existed a few weeks ago, but you...you make me feel things I forgot I knew how to feel.”

      “Julien...” She hovers in the hall, still poised to head for the elevator. My name sounds like it hurts her to say it. Already, I’ve put her in pain.

      I want her to stay. I know she should go.

      “But maybe you’re right.” I drop my gaze to the carpet. “Maybe it was a mistake.”

      “Fuck it.”

      She’s right in front of me before I have time to notice her move. Only a few inches of space separate her chest from my bare torso. I could wrap an arm around her waist and her body would be flush against mine. She stares up at me, breath heaving, eyebrows pinched with determination.

      “If this is all a mistake, then fuck it. Let’s make one more.”

      She’s so close we’re breathing the same air. I inhale her exhale as her fingers brush my knuckles and then tangle themselves with mine.

      “Julien?”

      My name is a question, a prayer tossed up to fate, and there’s only one way to answer it. I take my free hand off the doorframe and reach to cup the back of her head, threading my fingers through her hair to cradle her skull. Her eyelids droop, pupils narrowing to glittering slits, daring me to go on. When I tug her head back to tilt her chin up toward me, she lets out the faintest of gasps.

      That sound pricks my skin like the bite of a needle—the jab of pain before the bloom of the drug erases all memory of discomfort, of doubt, of reality, and leaves my synapses chasing the thrill.

      She’s the thrill. Her lips, her skin, the arch of her bones beneath my hands—that’s what I’m chasing.

      I hover over her mouth. I have to bend nearly double to get to it. She pushes up onto her toes, until the distance between our lips is down to millimetres and her chest is pressed to mine.

      I can feel her heat. I can taste her need, so close now I can’t distinguish it from my own.

      “Fuck it.”

      I only just have time to mutter the words, and then all restraint is gone and our mouths are on each other, taking and taking and rioting for more. Her hands search my chest and dig into my back as I tighten my grip on her hair and finally get a handful of those curves with my free hand. The flare of her hip makes me weak the first time I feel its swell under my palm. She shifts into my grip, and I make a sound that’s close to growl.

      The door barely has time to slam shut before I’m pushing her up against it. Our kisses are breathless now, ragged as I grab her waist and lift her up while she wraps her legs around me. The angle gives her control over the kiss, and she takes it. Her fingertips dig into my scalp as her tongue slips inside my mouth. I press myself harder between her hips, and she turns her face away to muffle a groan against my neck.

      Then she starts kissing me there, sucking and nipping at my skin, and it’s like the fires of damnation flare up around us. There’s no going back now.

      “You have far too many clothes on,” I mumble, fixing my eyes on the ceiling and begging for the control to take this slow.

      “What was that?” she asks, the question coming out on a panting breath.

      “I said—oh.” I spoke in French without even realizing. I repeat myself in English.

      She lets out an exhilarated laugh. “It sounds sexier in French.”

      I put on an exaggerated accent. “Everyzhing does, Mademoiselle. It eez zee language of love.”

      She smacks my shoulder. “Never mind. I’m leaving now.”

      I give her thighs a squeeze. “Not a chance.”

      Some of the heaviness slips from the moment as we laugh together, but the heat doesn’t fade. I keep her wrapped around me as I move us away from the wall and start heading for the bedroom. She taps on my ass with her feet as we’re passing the kitchen.

      “How rude. You haven’t even offered me a drink.”

      I forgot to put away the bottle of Merlot I pulled out after getting back to the apartment tonight. It sits on the kitchen island, condensation beading the glass.

      “Would you like a glass of wine, Mademoiselle?”

      She grins at me. “Maybe I would.”

      I don’t know how it’s possible for a woman to be so sexy and so damn cute at the same time.

      I set her down on the edge of the island, kissing her a few times for good measure before I step away to get a glass. When I turn back, I realize there was no need. She has her lips wrapped around the bottle. My cock instantly becomes more jealous of that bottle than of anything else in the world.

      Monroe takes a swig and makes a show of swishing the liquid around her mouth before swallowing. Again, my dick would give anything to trade places with that Merlot right now.

      “Very full-bodied, this one,” she muses, full on bull-shitting now. “An interesting...nose, with notes of...floral...stuff.”

      “What a unique description.”

      I move close enough to grab hold of her foot. She’s still wearing her boots, and I pull one off and then the other as she continues to sip the wine. I start on her socks and then knead the soles of her feet with my hands. She groans.

      “Good wine?”

      “Mhmm.” She squirms on the island. “Very.”

      “I’m glad you like it.”

      I step between her legs and plant my hands on either side of her. She tips the bottle neck in my direction.

      “You want to try it?”

      “Oh, I want to try it, all right.”

      I move my hands to the edge of her shirt and then up sides of her body over the slippery fabric. Her back arches, chest thrusting toward me. I pop the top button open.

      “By all means, keep drinking,” I order. “Don’t let me interrupt.”

      She takes another sip as I work my way down the buttons. Our fight for self-control is palpable, every movement tense with restraint, breaths hitching at the flex of muscles. When I’ve got the shirt undone, I stare down at the few inches of her exposed chest and stomach. Her skin is pale and creamy, just a few shades lighter than the plain peach fabric of her bra, and if the sight of that cleavage actually killed me the way it feels like it’s about to, I would die a happy man.

      As slowly as I can manage, I push the shirt off her shoulders and slide it down her arms.

      “Sorry.” I manage to yank my eyes away from her chest at the tentative sound of her voice. She worries her lip with her teeth and stares down at the floor. “I didn’t know we would be, uh...Like, my bra isn’t very nice, and I’m—”

      “Perfect,” I interrupt. “You are so. Fucking. Perfect. I...I don’t even...” My over-stimulated eyes slip to her chest again. “I don’t even know where to start.”

      “Will you kiss me again?”

      I make myself look at her, really look at her this time. I see the hesitation there, the self-doubt, and I want to kiss it all away. I never want her to feel it again. I cup her cheek with my hand and tilt her head back, teasing her lips with the ghost of mine until the insecurity in her eyes is replaced with desire.

      “I’ll kiss you for as long as you let me.”

      I work her mouth for a few long, hungry moments before I start to trail kisses down her neck and along her bare shoulder, sliding her bra strap out of the way as I go. Her hands press into my back, and mine trace the edge of her jeans, thumbs dipping beneath it every so often to make her hiss.

      I take my time and make sure she’s ready for it before I start to undo the clasp of her bra. I shift back so she can pull it off herself, and then all hope is lost.

      The string of French curses hasn’t even finished leaving my mouth before I have her back flat on the marble of the island as I lean forward and try to explore every fucking inch of those tits with my mouth. She’s exquisite, soft and flushed in all the right places. She makes little mewling sounds as she claws at my back.

      I brace my forearms on the island and lift my head. “We need to slow down.”

      “Slow down?” she repeats, like I’m speaking another language again.

      “As much as I want to fuck you right here and now, I’m going to regret not taking my time.” I dip my head down and flick one of her nipples with my tongue. “I’m going to regret not savouring this.”

      Which gives me an idea.

      “While I did appreciate your assessment of my Merlot,” I begin, watching the skin beneath me prickle with goose bumps as she picks up on the teasing threat in my tone, “I think I’d like to make one of my own.”

      I reach for the bottle, and her eyes go wide with shock as I begin to tip it over her chest.

      “Julien, you’re not actually going to—”

      The rest of her sentence gets lost on an exhilarated laugh as I let a few drops of the crimson liquid splash between her breasts. I trail my finger along the path of the wine before bringing it up to my mouth.

      “Well?” Monroe asks, lifting her head slightly to look at me. “Are you about to give me a wine lesson?”

      “I think I’ll need to taste more.”

      Her smirk mirrors my own as she settles back down on the island.

      I let a stream of wine trickle onto her chest, ducking my head down to lap it up with a few long, slow strokes of my tongue before it can spill over the sides of her body. She curses under her breath, hands scrabbling along the marble in search of something to hold onto.

      “You were wrong about the florals.”

      “Was I?” She sounds more than a little distracted, and it gets me more than a little turned on.

      “This wine—”

      I tap my fingers against her ribcage.

      “—is chocolate.”

      I kiss her sternum.

      “And cherries.”

      I lick her collarbone.

      “Mocha.”

      I brush my lips over her breasts.

      “Candy, even.”

      She smacks her hand down on the top of the island when I flick my tongue against her nipple again.

      “God dammit, Julien Valois. I can’t even think. What the hell are you doing to me?”

      I smile against her skin. “I’m teaching you to appreciate wine.”

      I shift back enough to splash the Merlot onto her stomach this time.

      “Now let’s talk about the texture.”

      “Oh, g-g-god,” she stutters when I start to lick her again, as low down her torso as her jeans will allow.

      “I’ve always been partial to Merlot,” I continue, doing my best to sound unfazed. In reality, it’s taking an almost supernatural amount of self-control not to strip her naked as fast as I can. “The flavour is bountiful—generous even, in all that it offers, but the texture...It’s what makes Merlot truly...sumptuous.” I pop the button of her jeans and slide them half an inch down her hips. “You tasted it, didn’t you? How smooth it is? Like velvet. Like silk...”

      The hint of bright red fabric under her jeans flashes like a danger sign. If I get any closer, I’m not going to be able to slow down. From the way she’s got her eyes screwed shut and one hand braced on my shoulder, I can tell Monroe probably wouldn’t object to that, but I want to make her wait just a little longer.

      “That’s why you have to take your time with wine like this,” I explain. I straighten up so I can begin shifting her jeans down her legs. Every second reveals another inch of perfect pale skin, another sweep of her curves. “So much of what makes it enjoyable is in its presence, its shape, the weight of it in your mouth. It’s a very physical wine.”

      “Physical, huh?” Monroe squeaks as I let her jeans fall in a heap on the floor.

      I can’t even find the words to answer. The only thing keeping her from being fully naked in my kitchen is a red scrap of fabric that I’m going to have her begging me to rip off.

      “Spread your legs, chérie.” My voice has gone hoarse. “Feet on the marble. I want to see you open for me.”

      She hesitates. “Is that part of the wine lesson?”

      I catch the nervousness she’s trying to hide under her joke. I’ve never seen her unsure of herself before tonight. Even when she has a choice to make, she always seems so in control, poised to weigh the options. She’s a leader, but lying here, exposed to me like this, that all seems to fall away. She’s caught between what she wants—what her body is begging me for—and whatever shackles are holding her back in her mind.

      She doesn’t like to put herself first.

      The realization hits me as I watch her struggle with the urge to snap her legs shut. She’s used to looking out for other people, to fighting their battles and championing their causes. I saw the way her staff looked at her tonight, like she was the voice of reassurance rising above all the chaos. Monroe is a provider, and so of course that would translate into how she feels about sex.

      Only I don’t want to be provided for now. I want to make her forget about everything except the need pulsing between her thighs, and she needs to know it.

      I curl my hands around her knees, spreading them even wider. “I’d like to taste you, chérie.” I dig the edges of my nails into her skin until she gasps. “I’d like to kiss you, and lick you, and fuck your cunt with my tongue until you scream my name and I can’t taste anything but you for days. I’d like that more than anything right now. Will you let me?”

      She closes her eyes again and draws in a few shuddering breaths. “S-Say it again.”

      “I said,” I repeat, breathing the words in between the nips I pepper down her thigh, “I would like to fuck your cunt with my tongue until you scream my name.”

      I reach the edge of her underwear and trail my tongue along her slit over top of the fabric, just once, just one slow, hard stroke from top to bottom.

      “Mon dieu, you taste so fucking good.”

      I find the outline of her clit and press my lips there, increasing the pressure until she cries out and bucks underneath me. I relent, but only hook my finger under her panties and slide it inside her without any warning.

      “Ohgodohgodohgod.”

      “My thoughts exactly,” I murmur against her skin. “You’re soaked.”

      I twist my finger as I thrust in and out of her a few times, feeling the increase in her breathing as she starts to pant. I slide a second finger in and start to tease her clit with my tongue over the panties. She holds herself together for a few seconds before she hisses, “Take them off.”

      “What was that?”

      “You heard what I said. Take them off. Please.” Her voice cracks on the last word.

      I lift my head and tear the underwear off her so fast and hard I hear threads ripping. I get them down one leg and don’t even bother with the second one, leaving the red fabric tangled around her ankle as I get back to business. I don’t go slow this time; I devour her. Her moans get louder and louder until I glance up and see she’s clamped a hand over her mouth to keep herself silent.

      I wish she’d scream for me like I told her she would, but there’ll be time for that later. I start thrusting hard and fast with my fingers as I harden my tongue to a point and trace circles over her clit, the slow, teasing rhythm an intentional contrast to the rapid force of my hand.

      “Fuck. Fuck.” She sits up suddenly, tugging at my hair to raise my head up, but I don’t slow down. “Kiss me. Julien, kiss me.”

      “I am kissing you.” I give her clit a moment of respite to get the words out. “This is my preferred location.”

      “It’s okay. You can stop.” She keeps tugging on my hair. “It’s so good. It’s too good. I...We...”

      I look up at her flushed face. “Do you want me to stop?”

      “I...” Her cheeks turn even pinker. “I just take so long, so if you don’t want to—”

      “I want to.” I kiss the softness of her stomach. “I wouldn’t mind if you took all night. In fact, as selfish as it is, I almost hope you take all night. Your pussy is...”

      A thesaurus’ worth of adjectives come to mind, but none of them measure up to the way she tastes.

      She lets out a soft laugh. “What’s ‘pussy’ in French?”

      “I suppose it would be ‘la chatte,’” I answer. “‘Le minou,’ if you’re being all cute about it.”

      She scoffs. “Please don’t be cute about my pussy.”

      “Fine then. La chatte it is. Are you going to let me continue?”

      She pretends to sigh. “I suppose.”

      “Good girl. Lie down again.”

      She does as I say, and despite her worries about how long it apparently takes, it’s only another few minutes before she’s tightening around my fingers and bucking uncontrollably on the table. I want to go faster, fuck her harder, but I find the control to keep doing exactly what I’m doing as she edges closer and closer to release. She forgets all pretense in the seconds before her climax; she gets fucking selfish, and it’s the hottest damn thing. She practically shoves my face between her legs and rides my mouth as she comes, thrusting her pussy onto my tongue over and over again until her legs fall to the side and she dissolves into a shuddering heap.

      “Oh my god, I just came on your kitchen counter.”

      “Yes,” I pant. “Yes, you did.”

      I don’t know if I’ve ever been this turned on before. I straighten up and stand there between her legs, running my hands up her sides as she whimpers at the aftershocks coursing through her body. I have to close my eyes at the sight or I’m going to pull her straight onto my cock.

      “My turn.”

      “Hmm?”

      I open my eyes when I hear her sit up in front of me. She reaches for my sweatpants, and I want to tell her she can take a breather, that we have all night—or morning— for this, but then she yanks the sweats down, and once my cock springs free, the idea of waiting becomes physically painful.

      She licks her lips like an absolute sex kitten and shifts closer to the edge of the island, until my cock is pressed against the warm skin of her stomach. I groan. She’s clearly in her element, all her confidence returned now that she’s put the focus on me.

      “You’re so hard for me.”

      She stares down at my length, and then she’s stroking me with her thumb, just the lightest feather of a touch, but it’s enough to have my eyes rolling back.

      “Having fun driving me crazy?” I ask weakly.

      Her grin turns wicked. “Yeah.”

      Then she’s jerking me off, nothing dainty or delicate about it as she works my dick without mercy. I could come like this. Merde, I could come from a handjob like an overexcited teenager, spilling all over her thighs.

      The image of her covered in my cum is too much to handle.

      “Monroe.” I cover her hand with mine. “I—”

      “What was it you said earlier?” she interrupts. “About the texture? The...weight of it in your mouth?” She traces her thumb over my tip. “I agree. That’s the best part.”

      I need her hand off my dick right now or this is going to end in extreme embarrassment. I don’t have to ask for it; she loosens her grip and pushes lightly on my chest to make me back up before sliding her feet to the floor. She’s so short it’s a significant drop off the counter, which is adorable enough to distract me from the imminent blowjob for a fraction of a second.

      She lowers herself to her knees in front of me and reaches for the band of my sweatpants, tugging them down my thighs until they drop to the floor. I don’t have time to step out of them before she’s trailing her lips over my hip bones. My cock brushes the skin of her throat, twitching at the contact. She lays a kiss at the very base of my shaft, and I have to grip the counter’s edge for support.

      “Chérie.” My voice is cracked as I gather the hair away from her face and keep it clenched in my fist.

      “I like it when you call me that,” she murmurs, each word a stroke of heat imprinting itself on my skin. “Chérie.”

      Then she licks me all the way from my base to my tip, and restraint is no longer an option.

      “God, I want that pretty mouth wrapped around my cock.” I tighten my grip on her hair. “Now.”

      She takes me in slowly, swirling her tongue around my tip and bobbing her head a few times, going deeper with each thrust. Her throat convulses as she gags and pulls all the way back to gasp out a breath before taking as much of me as she can. I have to rip my eyes away from the sight of her kneeling at my feet and stare up at the ceiling, grappling with the urge to start thrusting into her mouth.

      “Monroe.” With all the willpower I possess, I tug on her hair until she pulls back. “Up here. Now.”

      “I can keep—”

      “But I don’t know if I can. You are...dangerously good at that, and I want to fuck you before I come.”

      I hook my finger under her chin and brush my thumb over those gorgeous lips. She stares up at me, lust flaring her pupils, and then raises herself to her feet. She lets out a little yelp of surprise as I grip her by the waist and lift her back up onto the island.

      “Stay here.”

      She kicks her feet playfully in the air. “What if I don’t?”

      “Then I will ceaselessly and mercilessly hunt you down and punish you once I find you.”

      She rests her hands on the counter behind her, the action thrusting her breasts toward me. This woman is a walking distraction.

      “That sounds kind of fun.”

      “You say that now...” I threaten before laying a hasty kiss on her forehead and all but sprinting to my bedroom. I’m back in the kitchen nanoseconds later and move to stand between her legs before I slide the condom on. I cup her cheek with one of my hands, tilting her head back to slip my tongue into her mouth as I slide myself between her thighs. She moans and claws at my sides, her legs locking themselves around me, heels digging into my ass.

      I break off the kiss, resting my forehead against hers and tilting us both lower to the island to get more leverage. Her eyes lock on mine, and the intimacy of the moment hits us both. We’re so close, as close as we can possibly be, and still I want her closer.

      “Harder,” she murmurs, and she doesn’t have to ask twice.

      I start pounding into her without any remorse, feeling myself getting closer and closer as she cries out and collapses on her back against the island. I don’t slow down. She brings a hand up to cover her mouth, eyes desperately searching mine. Her other hand starts to knead one of her breasts, almost reflexively, like she can’t help touching herself. I lower my mouth to her other nipple and start to suck, harder than I did before. She hisses from behind her hand.

      She might be muffling her shrieks, but her pussy isn’t showing any restraint. She’s got a greedy little cunt, squeezing my cock between thrusts and urging me for more. I love that she can’t be generous, not now. She could tell me to finish wherever I want. She could give me permission to stop altogether, but her pulsing heat isn’t interested in putting anyone else first. It’s that need, that uninhibited desire wracking her body as she clings to mine, that finally pushes me over the edge.

      I come with my lips against her chest, the moan that rips itself out of me scattering across her skin. She’s all I taste, all I see and smell. She’s all I want as I heave a shuddering breath and fold her into my arms.
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      I have beard burn.

      I twist in front of Julien’s bathroom mirror, examining the faint red patches on my chest, stomach, and thighs that still haven’t faded in the couple of hours it’s been since Julien and I collapsed onto his bed. There’s a satisfied smirk on my face as I assess the damage. It makes me feel naughty, like the grown up version of hiding a secret hickey as a teenager.

      Everything about this feels naughty. My clothes are still strewn across the kitchen floor. There’s a mostly-empty bottle of wine on the counter, and there’s a very sexy Frenchman lying naked in the bed I just crept out of. I know the scene is going to appear less deliciously illicit and more distressingly reprehensible once we open all the curtains to face the light, but for now, I’m half-asleep and willing to duck back under the covers.

      “Sstqelurr?” Julien slurs when I slip into bed beside him again.

      I chuckle softly. “What?”

      He tries again, and I can make out enough to realize he’s trying to ask me what time it is in French.

      “Almost nine,” I answer in the same language.

      He huffs and shifts closer to me, eyes still closed as he covers me with his arm and tucks me against his chest. My head rests under his chin, and I inhale his scent, the rhythm of his exhales lulling me back to sleep.

      When I wake up again, the limbs tangled around mine are blazing with enough heat to turn the space under the covers into an oven. I’m only awake enough to know I have to escape, but when I start wriggling to free myself, the arms just clamp around me even tighter. A man’s voice murmurs in protest, and awareness of my current location slowly dawns.

      “Julien,” I grumble in a voice thick with sleep, “you’re a human furnace.”

      “Hmmm?”

      “Release me.”

      “Oh.” He pauses to yawn. “Right. Sorry.”

      I realize the sound that must have woken me up is someone’s phone buzzing—possibly two someone’s phones buzzing. I swipe the grit from my eyes and flail my hand around over the edge of the bed near where I know I dumped my purse last night. I catch the strap and pull my phone out as Julien curses while reaching for his own on the nightstand.

      I take one bleary-eyed look at the notifications and let the phone drop back to the ground.

      “Shiiiit,” I drawl.

      “My thoughts exactly.”

      I roll over to find Julien swiping at his screen. He looks different without his glasses on, softer—less like he’s sizing everything up. He always looks at things like he’s assessing, analyzing, trying to figure out the way they work and how to make them work better. Now, though, lying in bed like this, he doesn’t look curious. He just looks tired.

      “This is not going to be an easy day,” he announces before copying me in tossing his phone back where he found it.

      I wonder if this is my cue to leave. Even in the heat of last night, I knew the morning would be awkward. We didn’t take the time to set up terms beforehand, to decide what last night was even meant to be.

      “So, um,” I begin, “we had sex.”

      He squeezes my thigh under the blankets. “We did.”

      “Do you...think we should have?”

      He fixes me with an impassive stare. “Do you?”

      There’s that professor-esque tone again, like he knows the correct answer even though he’s the one asking the question.

      “I...don’t know,” I finally admit. “It seemed more straightforward in the moment, but now it’s all complicated.”

      “What’s complicated about it?”

      I give him a ‘Seriously?’ raise of my eyebrows.

      “For starters, you currently have to decide if you want to press charges against my bar for not having ample security staff, resulting in damages to your bar.”

      “Monroe, I’m not going to sue you over a few windows.”

      “Why? Because you got some pussy out of it?”

      Hurt and indignation immediately flood his features.

      “I didn’t mean that,” I rush to explain. “I was just trying to prove my point. This is complicated. I don’t know where we go from here.”

      “Where do you want to go?”

      “That’s kind of beside the point,” I answer. “Our professional lives are part of this. We’re professionals. We have more to think about than just what we want.”

      To my surprise, he starts to chuckle.

      “What?” I demand.

      “It’s just...you sound like me right now.”

      “Well you’re usually very reasonable,” I admit. “Usually.”

      His tone darkens. “Maybe I’m too reasonable.”

      I watch the lines in his face deepen, and I’m about to ask what he means before he continues in a lighter voice, stroking my leg as he does.

      “Maybe there’s more than what we want involved, but it’s a good place to start. So I’ll ask again: what do you want, Monroe? Do you want to see me again?”

      The brush of his thumb along my thigh adds extra weight to the word ‘see,’ but I’m still a bit shocked by the question. I was expecting us to navigate our way out of a one night stand, not make plans to do it all over again.

      I try to tell him just that, but the words get lodged in my throat.

      What do you want?

      The answer is impossible to ignore: I want this. I want to chuck both our phones out the window and stay in this bed all day, learning the language of each other’s bodies, drifting in and out of sleep between lessons. I know I can’t have that today, so I want the next best thing. I want to see him again.

      “Yes,” I answer. I don’t see the point in hiding it. I tried to deny how much I wanted him to both of us, and that just ended with me in his bed. Clearly ignoring our attraction isn’t going to make it stop. “Yes, I want that, but I also want to keep Taverne Toulouse, and you’re about to open a bar that will in all likelihood run it out of business, if not completely absorb it. I only have six weeks until the owner decides if he’s going to sell or not, and then what happens?”

      He considers me for a moment. “I’m still not sure I understand about you and that bar. I’ve tried to. I really have, but...there’s so much potential there, Monroe. It could—”

      “And I’m still not sure I understand about you and your bar,” I interrupt, not willing to get into a business debate right now, “but as it stands, we have opposing goals in life. Even if all we’re doing is fucking—”

      “Is that all we’re doing?”

      The question catches me off guard. Last night felt like more than just a last minute fuck. I’ve never let myself give in to desire like that before. I’ve never understood the idea of ‘letting go’ during sex. When you lose yourself to the moment, you lose sight of others too, and that’s what I’ve always seen as the most vital part of sex: my focus on my partner. I want to make them feel good. I don’t see it as being subservient or inferior; I always thought it was what made me feel best too.

      Then I met Julien Valois’ tongue.

      It’s like something bloomed in me last night, like a part of me that’s been curled up tight in the dark finally sprang loose and demanded to be seen.

      “I mean, you were there,” I answer. “You...must have felt it.” He had to have felt it, or he wouldn’t be asking if all we did was have sex. “But what I’m trying to say is that we have other things to consider. We want different things—”

      “What if we didn’t?”

      I scoff. “Well, we do, or are you going to prove me wrong?”

      He smirks. “Maybe I am. I did it once. I think I can change your mind on this. I can make you see what I see when I look at Taverne Toulouse. I can make you see everything it could be, and I can make you want it too.”

      There’s Mr. Businessman again.

      “Oh really?” I challenge, going along with the stupid game. “Maybe I can prove you wrong. Maybe I can make you want what I want instead.”

      “You said six weeks, right?” he asks. “That sounds like ample time to accomplish this.”

      I gawk at him. “Are you serious?”

      “Very. We give ourselves six weeks to win one another over to our points of view, and we keep seeing each other in the meantime.”

      “That’s ridiculous,” I proclaim, “and childish, and really not going to work.”

      He shrugs. “Probably not, but I...”

      He trails off and his fingers stop tracing patterns on my leg. Instead, he just stares at me, and there’s a pain in his gaze I’ve never seen there before, an ache so deep I’m almost ashamed to look at it, but I do. I stare back at him, trying to find the source of where he’s hurting, trying to find a way to make it stop.

      “It’s been a long time since I’ve taken a chance on anyone,” he says softly. “It’s been a long time since I’ve taken a chance on myself. Almost everything in me is telling me to run from this , to give it up, to walk away before I hurt you. I should do it. I should. I just—”

      “It’s okay,” I murmur, reaching up to stroke his cheek. “It’s okay.”

      I don’t know what he’s thinking about. I don’t know where he’s gone in his head, but I try to comfort him all the same.

      “It’s selfish,” he continues, “and it doesn’t make it any easier knowing how unselfish you are, but I can’t help wanting more of you. I know I’m not in a position to ask it, and you’re not in a position to give it, but still I...Je veux te connaitre. Je veux que tu me connaisses.”

      I want to know you. I want you to know me.

      The words are simple, free from the weighted loads hanging off terms like ‘relationship’ or ‘love,’ and yet there’s an even greater heaviness in their simplicity. It’s the weight of silence, of expectation, of empty space waiting to be filled.

      “Je veux te connaitre,” I repeat, as he lowers his forehead to press it to mine. “Je veux que tu me connaisses.”
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        * * *

      

      Roxanne perches on a barstool, sipping the fancy coffee drink she made herself with Taverne Toulouse’s barely-used espresso machine. I sit facing her on the other side of the bar, plugging away at a spreadsheet on my laptop.

      “This is a really fun friend date,” she drawls, rocking the barstool back and forth.

      “I’m sorry,” I reply, glancing up with what I’m sure must be manic-looking eyes to shoot her an apologetic frown. “I’ll be done in like five seconds. I just have to get this wrapped up. I’m so behind this week, and Fucking Félix Fournier is already pissed enough as it is. He’s really picked a great time to actually show an interest in his own business.”

      The call from the police might have had something to do with that. A full week has passed since the night my employees now refer to as ‘The Incident,’ and Fournier is still grumbly enough that I think it might take a blood sacrifice to appease him. He’s been demanding all kinds of reports and information from me that he usually doesn’t give a shit about. I suspect it was spurred on by not being able to answer basic questions from the police about his business. He called me after they interviewed him and yelled for so long I just put speakerphone on and got a few things done around the house while he finished.

      He really doesn’t need to make a show of being angry anymore. There’s no impending lawsuit, and the police left us alone as soon as Julien declared he wouldn’t be pressing charges. ‘The Incident’ did get a brief mention on a few news sites, but miraculously, that seems to have increased sales this week rather than send them down even more. Friday and Saturday night actually outsold what we made on the same dates last year.

      If it couldn’t have so easily gone horribly, horribly wrong, I’d almost say the night was a blessing in disguise.

      “I’m teasing, Monroe,” Roxanne assures me. “I know you’re busy. It must be hard fitting all that dick into your schedule. Very hard. Rock hard, even.”

      “Roxy! Don’t make me regret telling you about it.”

      “You’re going to tell me lots more about it,” she insists. “That’s what we’re getting together today for, non?”

      “I thought we were getting together to talk about bridesmaid stuff.”

      DeeDee’s supposed to be meeting us here any minute before we head off for Sunday brunch—that is, if she’s actually managed to drag herself out of bed before mid-afternoon.

      “Colour schemes, hair accessories, dicks—it’s all on the agenda for today,” Roxy jokes. “DeeDee doesn’t even know about you and Frenchy yet.”

      “I know.” I sigh. “I’ve just been so busy.”

      “With the French dick.”

      I reach for a coaster and throw it at her. She’s aiming to return the shot when DeeDee barges through the door, huge sunglasses on and her pink hair tossed up in a lopsided bun. She’s belting out the chorus of Macy Playground’s ‘Sex and Candy,’ butchering the words with her heavy Québécois accent.

      “What, is it that obvious Monroe’s been getting laid?” Roxanne asks when DeeDee slumps onto a barstool beside her.

      The huge sunglasses get whipped off in seconds, revealing hungover but feverishly curious eyes. “I was singing that because I got laid. Alors, tu as fait un petit peu du crac crac boum boum, hein?”

      She wags her eyebrows at me. I grimace.

      “Please do not call sex ‘crac crac boum boum.’”

      It’s the equivalent of ‘hanky panky.’

      “Boum boum crac crac, then. Did you do it?”

      I sigh again. “Yes. Yes, I did.”

      She holds her hand up for a fist bump, and I oblige. I have done my fair share of crac crac boum boum this week. I went back to Julien’s place on Thursday night and got to know his couch as well as I now know his kitchen island.

      “Wait, wait, wait,” DeeDee urges. “Who did you sleep with? WAS IT RED WINE GUY?”

      Red Wine Guy. Frenchie. Beard Guy. He already has a variety of nicknames among my friends.

      “Let me finish my damn spreadsheet,” I reply as DeeDee starts bouncing up and down on her stool. “We’re supposed to be discussing this over brunch.”

      By the time we actually get to the restaurant and order, DeeDee and Roxanne are already up to speed on all the details about Julien and I’s unorthodox arrangement.

      “So you’re going to convince him not to buy Taverne Toulouse and to pack up shop with his wine gig by using the mystical powers of your vagina?” Roxanne inaccurately summarizes.

      “No,” I correct, “my vagina is not supposed to be the main source of influence here. I just...I know it sounds crazy, but the more I’ve been thinking, the more it seems possible I might actually change his mind about Taverne Toulouse, and I’ve realized that I really...want to. Not just for the bar.”

      I can feel both their eyes on me as I fiddle with my napkin.

      “I like him. I really do, and I want to help him. He doesn’t seem like somebody who lets people in very often. He hardly sees people outside of work. Even his apartment has next to nothing in it. He’s so alone, so isolated by this...this obsession he has with pushing himself to achieve things, and he needs—”

      “Monroe.” Roxanne cuts me off as gently as she can. I look up to find concern painted across her and DeeDee’s faces. “It’s not just about what he needs.”

      “I know,” I try to assure them. “I know that. He’s also...He’s the only person I’ve ever been with who makes me just forget about everything, to stop worrying and wondering if everyone has what they need. It sounds selfish, but—”

      “It’s not,” Roxanne interrupts again, “and I’m glad to hear that.” She smiles her sincerity at me.

      “Sound like he can bouffe la chatte très bien,” DeeDee adds, and I’m glad there are no kids in the place to hear her talking about ‘munching the pussy real good.’

      Never a dull moment with the pink-haired princess around.

      “He is...adequate,” I reply with a cryptic grin.

      Our food arrives, and we continue the conversation over bites of waffles and eggs Benedict.

      “I really think I can make him understand about Taverne Toulouse,” I tell them. “He acts like this super efficient businessman with no time to mix profits with sentiment, but there’s more to him than that. I know it.”

      “You really do like him, don’t you?” Roxanne observes me over the top of her coffee mug. I don’t know how she’s not constantly bouncing off the walls with the amount of caffeine she downs. After all the years she spent running a cafe, she must be immune to the effects by now.

      “Probably too much.” I groan, realizing how pathetic I sound.

      DeeDee pats me on the shoulder. “When am I meeting this bearded stud cookie?”

      “Muffin,” I correct with a laugh. “The phrase is ‘stud muffin.’”

      She shrugs. “Whatever. I like cookies better.”

      “You should invite him to the slam!” Roxanne exclaims.

      “That is actually...a very good idea,” I reply, excitement quickly taking me over.

      For the past year, I’ve been letting a Montreal slam poetry group use Taverne Toulouse for their monthly events. We actually lose money on it since the slams are all ages and thus we don’t sell alcohol during the show, but the group has had such a hard time finding a venue that even in the midst of our financial woes, I haven’t considered retracting the offer.

      “It will show him the value of community and a generous spirit,” Roxanne proclaims with a melodramatic flourish of her mug, “and of the arts.”

      “Oh, he knows the values of the arts. You should see his Shakespeare collection.”

      “Don’t tell me he’s as nerdy as you,” DeeDee teases. “Do you talk about like, Vikings and...Latin and stuff?”

      “Yes, we recite the Prose Edda to each other as foreplay,” I answer drily.

      Then again, making Julien read Norse myths to me in that accent of his might not be such a bad idea.

      “I’ll invite him,” I announce. “It will be good for him to see Taverne Toulouse as something other than an empty house or an uncontrollable frat party.”

      “It’s usually somewhere on the scale between the two,” Roxanne reminds me.

      “Yes, well, whatever,” is my cutting reply. “By the way, DeeDee, what did you get up to last night? Or rather, who?”

      A huge smile splits her face. “You know that guy with the spider tattoo on his neck I’ve been telling you about?”

      Roxanne and I share a covert grimace.

      Here we go again.

      Most people who meet her expect DeeDee’s love life to be as party central as her personality, but she rarely goes very long before jumping headfirst into a committed relationship. She falls in love with the same glittery enthusiasm that seems to exude from her every pore whenever she gets on a dance floor, but she’s yet to fall for anyone who’s even half-deserving of her sparkle.

      “We’re going on a date tomorrow,” DeeDee continues. “He’s actually very sweet.”

      I hope she’s right. I hope this relationship—because it will inevitably become a relationship—works out better than her last few. Still, I can’t help thinking of the ‘very sweet’ guy at my bar who I know for a fact would give absolutely anything to make her happy.

      “I’m happy for you,” I tell her. “You’ve been after him for weeks now.”

      Eventually, we get to discussing what we’re actually here for: Roxy’s wedding plans. The approaching nuptials won’t be happening for the better part of a year, so there’s still plenty of time to make final decisions. Besides fashion, Roxanne’s not into all that many stereotypically ‘girly’ things, so it’s an amusing change to see her heatedly debating with herself about floral arrangements.

      “Roxy,” I urge, when she seems to be getting sucked into some kind of Pinterest warp tunnel on her phone, “whatever you pick is going to be perfect. You’re marrying Cole. The flowers you’re holding are not going to make that any more or less amazing. It will be incredible no matter what.”

      “Heh. Yeah. I’m marrying Cole.” She glances down at her engagement ring, and her smile keeps a secret that even I, her best friend in the entire world, will never know.

      It’s not the type of secret you can put into words.

      “We’re such old farts,” I complain, before I can start to wonder why that smile makes me feel like someone’s carving out a hollow in my chest. “Look at us, brunching and making wedding plans. We used to be cool.”

      “Hey!” DeeDee protests. “I’m still cool!”

      She flags our waiter down and leans across the table toward him, impressive cleavage on full display, and in a deceptively innocent voice asks, “Do you serve tequila shots here?”
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      “I have actually been to one of these before,” I answer Monroe’s question, “in Paris. It was great.”

      We’re sitting next to each at Taverne Toulouse, where the main room has been set up with rows of chairs in front of the stage. Monroe glances at my phone as I slip it back in my pocket for the fifth time tonight, but she doesn’t reprimand me or give me a dirty look.

      She gets it. She gets what a big deal it is for me to carve out a few free hours in my schedule, and I know she has to make just as much of an effort. I’ve never been with someone who makes me feel so comfortable in that respect. I almost feel a little too comfortable; I’ve mostly been checking my phone for show, to pretend to myself that I’m keeping a handle on work when all I’m really thinking about is her.

      “These people are better than great,” she assures me, practically bouncing in her seat with excitement. The friction of her thigh against mine is more than a little distracting. “Once they had a winner who was only sixteen-years-old, but her poetry...She had a gift. They all do. Oh, there’s Dylan. He’s a cook here, and sometimes he performs or MCs. He’s the one who asked if they could use Taverne Toulouse as a venue.”

      A bulky guy in jeans and a black hoodie grabs the microphone set up in front of the crowd. For forty or so people, they’re making their share of noise, stamping their feet and whistling as Dylan makes an introductory speech to get them even more amped up.

      Monroe claps along with them, and I don’t know how the rest of the crowd isn’t more interested in watching her than what’s going on up front. She’s not as dressed up as she was on our first date, but I think I prefer her this way—relaxed, comfortable, yet still buzzing with the energy that’s bouncing around the room. I see something else in her too: pride. She’s the reason all this can happen tonight, and sitting here watching it unfold, content with the part she’s played, she’s totally in her element.

      She’s also totally, insanely, maddeningly beautiful. She caught my eye the first second I saw her, but it’s like the more I get to know her, the more fixed on her my eyes become. It’s a physical effort every time I have to look away from swell of her lips and the flash of her teeth when she smiles.

      I force myself to tune in as Dylan starts explaining the rules of the slam: the poet’s each get three minutes to perform. Judges have already been randomly selected from the audience and given miniature whiteboards to write their scores. The performers can’t use props, costumes, or musical instruments.

      “And,” Dylan adds, “I must remind you that you are not allowed to get naked.”

      The crowd boos.

      “Until our special edition ‘no rules’ slam next month, in which all bets are off.”

      The crowd cheers.

      I turn to Monroe. “Is he serious?”

      She shrugs, cheering along with the rest of them.

      “Okay, okay,” Dylan continues. “We’re about to get started, so—”

      He’s cut off by several people in the audience shouting, “BLOOD!”

      “Blood?” I question Monroe.

      “You’ll see,” she mutters.

      “Right, right. How could I forget?” Dylan jokes like he was expecting the interruption all along. “We need some blood. Before we get the night started, we have a ‘sacrificial poet’ not competing in the slam tonight whose performance will get the judges calibrated and set the scoring barometer for the night. May I remind you, my sexy, sexy audience, that you are allowed—nay, even encouraged to verbally critique the scores. If you want higher, shout for higher!”

      “HIGHER!” a few people start yelling already.

      “That’s the spirit. You’re also encouraged to show some appreciation for the poets. If you like what you hear, let ‘em know! You can snap. You can clap. You can cheer. You can do a little tap dance with your feet. It’s all good. We also welcome all poets to the stage by raising our fists up high and shouting...”

      “SPEAK!” the crowd finishes for him. They’re so amped up I find my own feet are starting to tap the floor with the same anticipation.

      “You guys are doing my job for me. Okay, fists up. Please welcome your sacrificial poet...” Dylan pulls off a Gene Kelly-esque spin with surprising dexterity and makes some finger guns at the audience. “Me!”

      “Speak!” I chorus with everyone else.

      I know Monroe didn’t invite me here for an innocent date night; this is a clear ploy to show me what she thinks is so special about this place, and I have to admit, in some respects it’s working. I’ve never felt anything quite like the energy in the room tonight. The poetry night I went to in Paris was more of a smoky Beatnik affair. Everyone was trying to be cool and complicated as they sat there sipping cocktails that cost twelve Euros apiece.

      It seems like every age group and subculture in the city is represented here tonight, from teenagers in anarchist flag-adorned denim jackets to a few girls in their twenties wearing headscarves and long skirts to an old guy sitting in the corner who looks like he might actually be Gandalf the Grey. They’re all fueled with the same kind of fire, a burning need to listen and to speak, to offer and accept. We talk so much about setting our differences aside, seeking what makes us similar instead of what sets us apart, but so rarely do we actually experience what it feels like when a group of people come together to do just that.

      I can tell why this is important to Monroe, why it’s something she wants me to understand, and yet I don’t see this shitty student bar as the reason it’s possible.

      It’s her. It’s her vision, her energy, her commitment and passion. She’s a voice people listen to, a force that makes things happen, and she doesn’t even realize how much potential she contains. She could be running places two or three times this big with just as much efficiency. If she had final say in this business, I doubt I’d even own the place next door. She’d have taken over half the street already.

      She could reach so much higher than she allows herself to go.

      I’ve been zoned out for the first part of Dylan’s poem, but once I decide to leave pondering Monroe for a later time, it’s impossible not to give my full attention to his words.

      Monroe told me these shows are better than great. If Dylan’s talent is anything to go by, ‘better than great’ falls extremely short of the mark.

      He spits his words like a dragon snorting fire, his consonants the crackle of sparks and his vowels a snaking drift of smoke. The poem builds, the heat Dylan’s creating with words alone increasing with the pace of his rhythm. He’s telling the story of a street brawl, two boys wrestling in the dark, knives glinting and flashing in what was only supposed to be a fist fight. Dylan tells it from the perspective of a third boy watching from the sidelines in the midst of a crowd wooping and stamping just like us. He’s speaking so fast the words all blur together, just a roar of sound spilling fire over the audience, and then—then one of the boys is on the ground.

      By the time he’s done, the entire room is silent, everyone’s burning hearts now blackened with ash.

      The scores vary from eight and a half to ten.

      “Higher!” I find myself shouting along with half the crowd when the eight and a half gets announced.

      I give up on trying to analyze Monroe’s thoughts for the rest of the show. I do my best to let myself be here—really be here. It’s not hard when all the poets are nearly as good as Dylan. Some of the poems are funny and ridiculous; there’s an ode to selecting the right Snapchat filter and another one about how to pose when sending nudes. Others leave the audience stricken with horror and sorrow as they listen to stories of sexual assault or losing friends to suicide. What the links them all together is the way they use language not only as a means to get their message across but as a part of the message itself. Sound almost becomes personified in some of the pieces, taking on a character and a voice.

      “So?” Monroe turns to me as soon as the intermission between the first and the second rounds is announced.

      “That did not disappoint.”

      “And that was just the first round,” she informs me. “Shit gets real after the intermission.”

      “Does everyone go again?” I ask.

      Monroe shakes her head. “Just the top scorers, and then we found out who the winner is—unless there’s a tie, which I think everyone always secretly hopes for because poetry face-offs are epic.”

      “Poetry face-offs?” I repeat with a laugh. “Shit does get real.”

      “It does indeed. I’m going to go say hi to some friends now.”

      Monroe starts pushing herself up out of her chair and then gives me an expectant look when I don’t follow suit.

      “You know you’re allowed to come with me, right?”

      “You want me to meet your friends?”

      It’s a simple enough question, but that simplicity is only a smooth outer surface meant to hide the complicated network of circuitry underneath. There are implications here, ones we haven’t yet given ourselves an opportunity to discuss.

      This woman takes me straight to the deep end; there are no shallow waters when it comes to Monroe. I knew the second she walked up to me outside Frango Tango in her skinny jeans and Blunstones that there was no way this was ever going to be just ‘casual.’ It didn’t feel like any of the casual dates I’d been going on for years. Holding her hand did not feel casual. Watching her sip rosé on my couch did not feel casual. Sacrement, just looking into those damn eyes of hers feels more intense than some of the nights I’ve spent between the sheets with other girls.

      It was easy to come up with that ‘six weeks’ plan when the whole thing was just pillow talk. When you’re lying naked in bed with someone, spending six weeks doing more of the same and dealing with all your problems later seems like the best damn idea in the world, but reality has decided to jump in bed with us too.

      As the crowd mills around the room, talking and laughing, Monroe and I spend a few seconds caught in a complete standstill. I know we’re both wondering the same thing.

      How far are we going to take this? How tangled in each other’s lives are we willing to become?

      “We’re just saying hi to my friends,” she finally replies. “It’s no big deal. Come on.”

      As I follow her towards a group of people across the room, that old Victor Hugo quote my father used to caution me with comes to mind:

      When a woman is talking to you, listen to what she says with her eyes.

      Her words said this was no big deal. Her eyes say she might be just as afraid as I am.
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        * * *

      

      “Did you have a good night?”

      Monroe and I are walking up Avenue Mont-Royal, close enough that our arms brush against each other every few steps. It’s well and truly spring now, and Monroe has let her jacket slide down to her elbows to enjoy the nearly-acceptably-warm night air. Music and laughing people looking for their evening’s next stop spill out of the bars we pass, and I know she just asked me a question, but all I can think about is whether or not I should reach for her hand.

      “Julien?” she prompts. “Earth to Julien.”

      “Désolé.” I run my hand through my hair before it can start seizing  opportunities of its own volition. “Yes, I’ve had an excellent night.”

      We stayed at the bar after the show, lingering over a beer with Monroe’s friends until people started making their excuses and heading home. I feel myself grinning with the satisfaction of knowing Monroe is heading home with me; we didn’t say anything about it, but I didn’t fail to notice that our absent wandering is in fact leading us straight to the closest metro stop.

      “How long have you been hosting the slams there?”

      “About six months now.”

      “And how much does it cost them to rent the place?”

      She gives me a dirty look.

      “What?” I protest. “I’m just curious.”

      “I don’t charge them, Julien,” she chides like she’s just found out I skipped doing my homework. “It’s a community event.”

      “Community events can make you money,” I respond, not willing to let my point drop that easily.

      “Entry is pay what you can. They don’t have the funds to rent a place. That’s why they came to me.”

      “So instead of charging them, you could up the entry, make it eighteen plus so you’re selling drinks, work out a basic adverting strategy and—”

      “Julien.” She cuts off my argument as we arrive at the big square in front of the metro station, a few diehard street performers still working the crowds crossing the open expanse of concrete.

      “It’s just a nice thing to do for someone,” Monroe continues, firm but calm. “Why does it have to be more than that?”

      “It’s not that it has to be,” I parry. “It just...could.”

      If I only made things what they had to be, I’d still own one establishment instead of four and counting. I might not even be in Canada at all. It’s the push for more that makes things happen.

      “You wouldn’t even need to keep the money,” I insist. “You could make it a big charity event. You could share poetry with people who’ve never been given a chance to enjoy it. You could change things.” I’m letting myself get all fired up. I notice we’re standing still on the edge of the square, but I persist. I always persist. “If I had been content to run a little chicken restaurant, it never would have grown into something big enough for Bento to manage. He’d still just be a cook. His family wouldn’t have jobs there. Ambition isn’t the only reason to go after more in life. Success can benefit so many more people than just the ones who step up and go for it.”

      “Wow, that’s great, Julien. Really well phrased. You should put that on a t-shirt and sell it to someone who actually asked for a lecture from you.”

      She moves past me and starts to join the throng aiming for the metro station doors. I stare at the back of her brunette head for a second before realization kicks in.

      She’s pissed off. Very pissed off.

      “Monroe, wait!”

      I have to call her name three times before she turns around.

      “I’m sorry! Please wait.”

      She doesn’t look happy about it, but she steps over to an empty patch of pavement and waits for me to catch up.

      “I’m sorry,” I repeat. “Sometimes I get...caught up. I didn’t mean to belittle you, or—”

      “Mansplain how I should run my business?”

      I bite back a grin. “Yes, that. I didn’t mean to do that.”

      “You do realize I’m the one who pointed out how your restaurant benefitted Bento, right? You didn’t even know about his family until I told you, and you’re his boss.”

      “I know. Truly, I know, and that was going to be my next point.”

      Her eyebrows are still an angry flat line, but she doesn’t start heading for the station again, which I take as permission to continue.

      “You are...You are so different from anyone I’ve ever met in this profession. This industry does not leave much room for kindness, but you don’t let that stop you. You make room for kindness. You make time where it shouldn’t be possible for there to be any. You make people feel...seen. Cared for. Listened to.”

      She’s made me feel those things. She’s made me realize I didn’t stop needing them in all the years I went without them; I just forgot how much I did.

      Silence hangs between us. The lines of her face show the slightest hint of softening. I press on before this can get too intense, before I decide to kiss her right here in the metro station square.

      I have a more important point to make.

      “Your staff,” I urge. “I have never seen a staff like that before. You probably pay them less than mine, but I know you could pay them even half of what they’re getting now and they’d still be loyal to you. They’d still work their best. That’s rare, Monroe. That’s not an easy thing to achieve.”

      “Thank you,” she murmurs, staring down at the ground as she scuffs at little pieces of gravel with the toe of her shoe. I wait until she looks up at me again.

      “I think that’s why I get so carried away thinking about you. I know it’s not my place, and I’m sorry for that. I just...I see you hiding behind the help you give others, being content to have their satisfaction as your only reward, and all I can think about is how well you would do if you were under the spotlight yourself.”

      She covers it up with an eye roll, but I can see her fighting to hold back a grin.

      “You sound like my mother.”

      “Your mother must be a smart woman.”

      “Gahh!” She starts smacking my chest with her hands like I’m a giant house fly. “You are so smug and irritating sometimes!”

      “But only sometimes, right?”

      I catch her wrists with my hands and hold her there, palms splayed against my chest, until I know she can feel how heavy my breathing is getting. Her own has picked up too, her eyes wide in the dim light of the square.

      “Most of the time.”

      I breathe out a laugh. My gaze slips down to her lips. I release her wrists, but she doesn’t pull her hands away.

      “How about right now, chérie?”

      “Right now?”

      She leans closer, and my chest lurches at the way she has to tilt her head back to keep her eyes on my face. I can smell her hair now, scented with something flowery and fresh. She smells like spring.

      “Right now...” she continues. “Right now, you are...” Then she jabs an accusatory finger right in front of my face. “Right now you are one smart remark away from going home alone and playing a game of five versus willy tonight!”

      Several people passing by turn their heads to watch me nearly keel over.

      “Did you just—Did you—You—” I can only choke out a few words at a time between the hysterical gasping. “Where did you even...Five...F—Five...”

      “Apparently it’s a colloquial German term for masturbation,” she answers matter-of-factly, hands propped on her hips.

      “How do you know colloquial German terms for masturbation?” I manage to blurt before I’m dying of laughter all over again.

      “Because I read stuff, Julien!”

      “What stuff do you—Actually, never mind. You can show me exactly what kind of stuff you read as soon as we get to my apartment.”

      I grab her hand and practically drag her into the metro station. We skip the crowded escalator and head for the stairs, both of us fighting back residual laugh attacks.

      “Five versus willy...” I mutter when we’re on the platform waiting for the train.

      “It’s not a bad name for it.”

      “It’s a terrible name for it.”

      She smirks. “Yeah. It’s a terrible name for it.”

      I brush her knuckles with my thumb. She gives my hand a squeeze. I kiss her just as the train comes around the corner.
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      I can’t remember the last time someone picked me up for a date. It might have been prom. I suppose the advent of internet stalkers and text messaging justifies the way collecting your date at their place of residence has fallen out of fashion, but I couldn’t help feeling a twinge of romanticism when Julien asked what time he’d be picking me up tonight.

      I expect our ‘date’ is going to take the form of retaliation for my ambushing him with an evening of poetry and community spirit at Taverne Toulouse. He’s probably going to take me to some industrial warehouse to illustrate the values of commerce like I tried to illustrate the values of choosing human connection over profit.

      I have a suspicion that despite my best efforts, that night left me with far more to think about than him. He really did sound like my mom, harping on and on about me reaching my full potential, but somehow, the words stuck more coming from him. I know he was just trying to prove a point, but what he said latched onto my thoughts like a burr clinging tight to my clothes. It’s been impossible to pull it off.

      All I can think about is how well you would do if you were under the spotlight yourself.

      That’s never been what I want. It’s not even because I’m totally selfless—far from it, actually. I just feel more accomplished when I’m the one running around making sure everyone’s okay. It’s what I do. It’s who I am, and there’s security in knowing that.

      Only now that Taverne Toulouse needs someone to step up to the plate, someone to decide they have the ambition and ruthlessness needed to actually turn the place around, there’s no one ready for the role. There’s no one for me to help. I’m like a VP without a president. I’m standing there with someone else’s speech notes and realizing all the TV cameras are pointed at me.

      The ding-dong of the doorbell grinds my train of thought to a halt. I glance down at my outfit—my skinny jeans and a plain black v-neck—and pick a stray hair off my shirt before throwing on a spring jacket and grabbing my purse. Julien said we’re keeping it casual tonight, and I’m both amused and slightly nervous to see what he shows up wearing. After the sweatpants and ball cap incident, there’s no telling what he’s capable of.

      I pull the door open and don’t even hide the fact that I’m looking him up and down. I start with his shiny rich boy shoes, rake my eyes up over his blue jeans, and take in his broad chest covered by his Cambridge sweater with a leather jacket on top. His beard somehow looks extra lustrous tonight, and now that I know what it feels like brushing the insides of my thighs, it’s the first thing I think about whenever I see his face.

      “Like what you see?”

      “Huh?”

      I realize I’m totally zoned out over his beard. He’s smirking at me from behind it.

      “I’ll take that as a yes.”

      “Insufferable,” I mutter.

      “You look lovely,” he counters.

      I try not to smile. “Just lovely? I’m not ravissant tonight?”

      “You told me that was cheesy, but it is the first thing I thought when I opened the door.”

      So cheesy. So, so cheesy.

      Yet I can’t stop myself from beaming at him.

      “I think your books are trying to escape.”

      He nods to where my ever-increasing book stacks are inching their way out of the living room, getting closer and closer to the front door.

      “One day I’ll have to start lining the floor with them and putting my furniture on top,” I concede.

      We hover by the door, and I know this is probably the moment where I’m supposed to ask him if he wants to see my place. I also know we probably won’t make it to wherever he wants to go if we end up in a room with a bed.

      There’s another reason I hesitate; he still hasn’t seen my apartment, and it feels like the last bastion of defense. Between our date nights, all the post-sex conversations whispered in the dark, and the stupid photos and texts we send each other when we’re supposed to be busy with work, I’ve shared more of my life with Julien than I intended. We’ve only known each other for a handful of weeks, and yet he knows more about me than some of the guys I dated for months and months.

      I don’t even know if we’re dating. If I let him into my apartment, if he runs his hands over my books, if he leaves his scent soaked into my sheets, if I wake up to find him pouring coffee into my favourite mugs, this thing between us won’t just feel serious. It will be serious—which could be a serious problem.

      Time is passing so much faster than I thought it would. My deadline with Fournier will be here before I know it, which also marks my deadline with Julien. There’s something here, something strong—something that wants to get stronger—but I don’t know if it’s enough to change the nature of who he is and what he wants.

      Yet that’s the only way to protect who I am and what I want.

      It’s too much to think about right now. It’s so much easier to let myself get lost in him, in the warmth of his touch and the spark of his company, if only for a matter of hours.

      “So,” I break the silence that’s been stretching on for way too long as I step out onto the walkway beside Julien, “where are we going tonight?”

      I feel his eyes on me as I fumble to get my key in the lock, but if he recognizes my efforts to put up a desperate barrier for what they are, he doesn’t comment on it.

      “I’m not going to spoil the surprise,” he answers.

      “A surprise, eh?”

      His hand finds the small of my back as we head down the stairs together.

      “To be honest, it’s more that I’m not sure you’ll come with me if you know where we’re going,” he admits.

      I throw my head back and laugh. “What a promising start to the evening.”

      We make our way to the closest metro station and head downtown. Julien announces that we’re getting off when we arrive at the McGill University stop.

      “We’re going on campus?” I ask as we wade through the crowd exiting the station and then start heading for the main entrance to the university grounds.

      “Indeed we are.”

      Despite being spread out across several streets in the heart of downtown, McGill has always had a kind of Hogwarts castle appeal to me. The old buildings are gorgeous, all grey stone columns and pediments with wide, tree-lined lanes between them. The buds on the branches are just starting to unfurl into tiny yellow-green leaves.

      “I wish Concordia was this pretty,” I muse. My own school is very much an urban university, tucked in among all the high rises and office buildings. “I used to come study here sometimes.”

      “You never thought about switching schools?”

      I scoff. “You don’t go to McGill to study English. This is a doctors and lawyers kind of school.”

      “They also have some excellent professors of economics,” Julien add slyly, directing us toward one of the newer buildings.

      “What exactly are you leading me to?”

      “I promise I’m still taking you on a real date tonight,” he assures me, “but before that, I wanted to catch this lecture.”

      We reach the door to the building, and he holds it open for me before leading me down a hallway inside.

      “I used to come hang out on this campus too,” he tells me. “I would sit in on lectures from time to time. At first I was just curious to see how it would compare to Cambridge—”

      “Oh, of course,” I interrupt, putting on a posh British accent. “We must assure ourselves that the plebeians are not becoming overly educated.”

      “Precisely,” he jokes, mimicking the same accent for a moment. “But really, I just wanted to see what it was like, and that’s how I found this guy. His name is Doctor Josh Phillips.”

      “Sounds legit.”

      “You sort of remind me of him.”

      I’m doing a lot of scoffing tonight. “I remind you of a professor of economics?”

      “He wrote this book called The Human Factor. It challenges many widely accepted economic theories by arguing humans will never completely prescribe to a rule that’s been worked out with data on a page because they’re...well, human.”

      “And that reminds you of me?”

      “It reminds me of you because he finds a way to see an element of humanity in everything, even when other academics start tearing him down—which they do, a lot, but he also built a multi-million dollar media company before selling it and getting his PhD, so I don’t think he really gives a damn when people say he knows nothing about business.”

      “I’ll admit you’re intriguing me,” I reply. “Are we allowed to just walk in on this lecture?”

      “There’s over a hundred people in the class. We’ll be fine.”

      We slip into the lecture hall with a group of passing students and take seats in the middle of the room.

      “This brings back memories,” I comment, flipping the little table thing down in front of me once I’m settled.

      “Let me guess. You were a front row kind of girl?”

      “If I’m going to a class, then I want to actually hear it,” I shoot back. “What’s wrong with that?”

      “Nothing. I always sat in the front row at Cambridge.”

      “We’re such nerds.”

      We chat more about the professor and his human factor as the lecture hall fills up. At a few minutes past seven-thirty, Doctor Phillips takes the stage. He’s your average fifty-something white guy in slacks and a button-down shirt, but his voice instantly has the whole room going silent. He speaks like a Shakespearean actor, every word crisp and rich, filled with weight and warning, with the deep waters of wisdom and a spark of wildness.

      “What makes a leader?” he asks. “What does it really mean to lead? We talk about leading companies, leading countries, leading trends and systems. Yet what is a company made of? What defines a country? What does a trend indicate, and what does a system seek to control?”

      We wait in silence, though I already know the answer.

      “People. Human beings. Though we may measure economics through a host of other metrics, ultimately we are seeking to understand—and in many cases, profit from—people. Those who are able to do so successfully are the ones who emerge as leaders. So I ask again, with that statement in mind, what makes a leader? What does it take to lead?”

      And that’s how I spend two hours of my life totally enraptured by a lecture about the economy. Doctor Phillips paints a picture of leadership in colours I’ve never seen before, never thought to consider. I’ve always seen being a leader as nothing more than a necessary part of my job. I take on that role because there’s no one else to do it and it needs to be done. It’s an item on a list of errands to run. It doesn’t define me.

      But what if it did?

      I spend so much time making sure everyone else is accomplishing their plans that I’ve never really allowed myself to come up with plans of my own. I’ve never put an idea up in front of people and asked them to fight for it, to fight for me.

      I’ve also never wanted anything as much as I want to keep what Taverne Toulouse means to me alive, and as the saying goes: to get something you’ve never had, you’ve got to do something you’ve never done.

      “So?” Julien asks, mimicking my question to him after the poetry slam.

      “Well played,” I answer. “You’re working very hard to convince me you’re right about everything. I might just be starting to think your Machiavellian mind may not be totally evil.”

      “I do not have a Machiavellian mind!” he protests. “That is an extreme statement.”

      “Well tell me this: if you had to be loved or feared as a leader, which would you pick?”

      “I mean...a healthy degree of fear is necessary for a successful professional relationship.”

      “Ha!” I point a finger at him as students shuffle past us on their way to the door. “Just like old Niccolò himself!”

      “I said a healthy degree!” Julien insists. “And I didn’t say I would pick it over love if it came down to it. I’m just not...sure. Both are important.”

      “I don’t think my staff fears me,” I counter.

      “Oh, I think they do.” I start to argue differently, but he forges on. “They love you, yes, but they also respect you and know you’re capable of enough ass kicking to not want to get in your way.”

      I can’t help it; I start to giggle and it morphs into a full-on laugh attack.

      “What?” he demands. “What’s so funny?”

      “It’s just...when you say ‘ass’...Like, normally your accent is subtle, but with ‘ass’ it’s like...”

      I can’t finish my sentence.

      “What’s wrong with how I say ass?” he asks, genuinely confused.

      Of course, that just makes me laugh even harder.

      “It’s like you put an ‘h’ in front of it,” I choke out. “It’s like ‘hass!’”

      He shakes his head at me. “I do not say hass.”

      “Yes, you do!”

      The few remaining students in the room are starting to stare at us.

      “You are complètement fou,” Julien insists. “Let’s get out of here. Move your lovely hass.”

      He almost has to drag me up the stairs I’m laughing so hard.
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      “So, is this the part where you ask me if I want to come up?”

      We’re at the bottom of the stairs leading to my apartment. Julien made good on his promise to take me on a real date tonight; we got poutine and wandered around downtown with our greasy cardboard containers before deciding to pretend it was summer with the dozen or so other people queuing for cones from one of the city’s most popular ice cream places.

      Now Julien’s hands grip my hips and my arms are wrapped around his neck, his question about me inviting him up spoken between breathless kisses.

      “What, you think you’re getting lucky or something?” I joke.

      His hands slide down to my butt.

      “Are you trying to tell me I’m not getting a piece of this hass?”

      “Oh my god, stop it!”

      He’s been teasing me with ‘hass’ all night.

      “If I stop, do I get to see your apartment?” he asks.

      “You love making deals, don’t you?”

      “I’m a businessman.”

      I snort at that. “What about Madame Bovary?”

      “I knew we’d be out late, so I left her at doggie daycare for the night.”

      I almost choke I start laughing so hard. “Did you just say doggie daycare?”

      “What?” he protests. “You’ve never heard of it?”

      “I’ve heard of it,” I concede. “It’s just very funny to hear you say it.”

      He makes a show of rolling his eyes as he waits for me to get myself under control. We’re still latched onto each other, and his closeness steals my breath as soon as I’m calm again.

      “I don’t have a lot of people over,” I say softly, letting my thumbs stroke the skin of his neck.

      “If you’re trying to tell me it’s messy—”

      “It’s not that.”

      He doesn’t ask for me to elaborate, and that’s how I know he already understands. He brought me to his place before he knew about all the obstacles that stand in our way. Taking this step now, with everything out in the open, will mean more.

      “It scares me, this,” he murmurs, squeezing my hips so I know he means me. Us. “It feels...”

      “I know,” I answer when he doesn’t go on. “I know what you mean.”

      “You don’t have to invite me up.”

      But I will.

      I knew we would end up here as soon as I opened my door and saw him standing there in his leather jacket.

      Sending him home now won’t keep him out of my life. Not really. He’s already stepped inside.

      “Julien...”

      Beep beep. Beep beep.

      “Shit.” Julien’s whole face falls. “That’s the emergency work ring tone.”

      He’s the only person I’ve met besides me who has multiple ring tones for varying levels of work-related issues.

      I let my arms drop from around his neck and step back. “You better get it.”

      Our nights together usually include a few phone calls or texting interruptions, both on his side and mine. It’s a relief to not always have to be so apologetic about it the way I am with people who aren’t eternally chained to their occupation.

      “Oui, allô?” Julien turns away and greets whoever’s on the other end of the line. “Quoi? Encore?”

      His tone takes on a note of exasperation as he asks a few more questions before ending the call. He doesn’t turn back to me right away. I see his shoulders rise and fall as he pulls in a few heavy breaths.

      When he faces me, he’s the picture of regret.

      “You have to go,” I summarize before he can speak.

      I try not to sound disappointed. I shouldn’t be disappointed; this is saving me from a decision I’m not sure I’m ready to make, and more than that, it’s a situation I should be able to understand. I’ve been on the other side of it so many times.

      “I’m sorry.”

      “It’s okay. I—”

      “No, Monroe. It’s not okay, and it’s not enough to just say I’m sorry. I...” His eyes drift up to the top of the staircase. “I hate this. I hate that I always have to put something else first. I want...”

      He doesn’t tell me what he wants, and I don’t dare guess. Whatever it is, it’s waiting for us up there in my apartment.

      Maybe we’ll never take those steps. Maybe that’s for the best. Maybe this is a sign, some sort of cosmic intervention, but—

      “I’ll come with you.”

      He gives me a questioning look. “What?”

      “I’ll come with you, wherever you’ve got to go tonight. We’ll get the problem sorted out, and then...Then maybe we can continue where we left off.”

      “You really don’t need to do that. It’s late. I don’t want to drag you all over the city,” he insists.

      I don’t budge. “Where are we going?”

      “The damn sink at one of the Frango Tango locations is broken, and the manager on duty isn’t answering his phone. We won’t get a plumber in until tomorrow, so I’m heading over there to see what I can come up with for tonight. But you don’t have to—”

      “I know a thing or two about makeshift plumbing solutions, Bordeaux boy. The pipes in Taverne Toulouse are awful.”

      I force him into ordering us an Uber, and we climb into the car a few minutes later before riding all the way out to Lachine.

      “How late is this place open?” I ask as we get out in front of the restaurant that sits next to a few fast food places in a big shopping complex lot.

      “Nine, but there’s someone in late tonight prepping catering for tomorrow.”

      We’re met by a very frazzled cook who brings us over to the sink in the back room. The high pressure hose is spewing water out with rapid and unstoppable force, and it looks like it’s been duct taped to the wall above the basin for some reason.

      “I don’t know what happened!” the cook insists in French. “I was rinsing some dishes, and then it wouldn’t shut off. I had to tape it up because if you try to hang it on the hook, it just sprays all over the kitchen.”

      “You got everything done for tomorrow, though?” Julien asks.

      “Yes,” the cook hurries to inform him. “Everything we can do in advance, yes.”

      “Great. You can go home, Antoine.”

      “But—”

      “It’s late,” Julien interrupts. “You’ve been here for a while. We’ll take care of it.”

      “I’m not going to get fired, am I?”

      I’m leaning over the sink examining the hose, but I glance over my shoulder to watch Julien glare at him as he gives his answer.

      “I thought you didn’t have any idea what happened. Why would I fire you for that?”

      The cook gives a nervous laugh. “Right. Ouais. Okay. I’m going home now.”

      He grabs a backpack off the floor and heads out as fast as he can.

      “Machiavelli,” I tease.

      Julien puts a hand on his chest to make it clear he’s offended. “I was joking around!”

      “I don’t think he knew that.”

      “Well he did definitely do something to fuck up the sink.”

      I turn back to the projectile water stream.

      “I think I can fix it,” I announce, “or at least stop it until you get an actual plumber in. Do you have a wrench?”

      Julien just laughs.

      “I’m serious!” I urge. “Get me a wrench.”

      He hunts around the kitchen for a few minutes before he comes back with a tool kit.

      “Will this work?”

      “That’s like a wrench for babies.” I give the puny thing he offers me a contemptuous look.

      “I’m afraid the baby wrench is all we’ve got, chérie.”

      “Well then stand back and watch what this chérie can do with a pipe.”

      Julien actually snorts. I put my hands on my hips and glare at him.

      “Or I could just not help you.”

      “It’s not that. It’s just funny; in French ‘une pipe’ is—”

      “Oh, right.” I start to laugh along with him; it’s a slang word for ‘blowjob.’ “Well, you already know what I can do with those.”

      “That I do.” He sighs wistfully. “That I do.”

      He’s still reminiscing about nights gone by as I turn back to the sink and start twisting a few pieces with the wrench. I actually have no idea if this is going to work, but I learned long ago that plumbers will often charge you a couple hundred dollars for a two minute job you could have accomplished by knocking a few things around yourself.

      You just have to know which things to knock.

      The water stream slows down but continues pouring out as I try a few different combinations.

      “Um, okay, I think maybe if I just...” I squat down so I can reach under the sink and twist a few more things with the wrench before smacking it against one of the pipes. The water shuts off.

      “Aha!” I cry triumphantly, shaking the wrench in the air as I pull myself to my feet.

      Julien’s watching me with way more heat in his gaze than I expected.

      “I won’t lie,” he says, running a hand over his beard in a way that always gets me going. “That was incredibly sexy.”

      “I mean, I possibly broke your sink forever.”

      “Worth it to see you doing some handiwork.”

      “Now you’re just trying to speak in euphemisms.” I do my best to sound unamused, but I know I must be blushing.

      “Come here.”

      I step toward him, heart hammering in my chest, but when I reach him, all he does is pull me into his arms and hug me tight against his body.

      “I’m sorry,” he says against my hair.

      “For what?” I asks, startled by the words.

      “For interrupting our night. For never being able to be completely there when we’re together.”

      “Julien, how many times do I have to tell you that it doesn’t—”

      “But it will.” I can feel how shaky his breaths are. “One day, it will. It’s different for you. You choose to be pulled away to help people. I’m always here because...well, because what else do I have? I’m here because I can’t stop. I don’t know how. There’s always more to do, more to accomplish.”

      “There’s nothing wrong with wanting to accomplish things,” I soothe.

      “There is when it rips everything else away.”

      As gently as I can, I pull away from the hold he has on me. He lets his arms drop to his sides.

      “Julien.” I reach up to place a hand on his cheek. “What happened to you?”

      “I...” His voice goes hoarse. “I doubt you want to hear it.”

      “I do.”

      I let my free hand reach for his. This is what I’m good at. This is what I know how to do. He needs someone to listen, to coax him to speak. I can be that person.

      “Somebody hurt you.”

      He shakes his head, my palm still cupping his jaw. “I hurt somebody.”

      “Was it...a girlfriend?”

      He hesitates. “We were engaged.”

      I try not to let that sting, but it does. He’s five years older than me; of course he could have had time to become engaged. It shouldn’t be so much of a shock. It’s not like we’ve talked about exes yet. He didn’t lie to me.

      But he did love someone enough to ask her to marry him. As much as I don’t want it to, that’s the part that hurts.

      “We don’t have to talk about it,” he offers.

      Now I’m the one shaking my head. “I want to. You can tell me what happened.”

      He draws in a breath and then slowly lets it out before leading me over to the counter. We both lean up against the edge as he starts to speak.

      “We met when I was in Paris. Her name was Fleur. She was studying public relations. We just...We worked well together. Very well—at that point in our lives at least. We were long distance after I went back to Bordeaux, and I think that distance made us realize how much we truly cared about each other. I proposed. Then my father died, and she came to Canada with me. We hadn’t actually lived together before that.” He laughs ruefully. “We probably should have done some sort of trial run before moving across the world.”

      “Probably,” I admit.

      “She felt...I think she felt isolated. She started to feel like she’d given her life up for me. She tried to fix things, to talk to me, but...I never had time to listen. I knew we weren’t heading anywhere good, that I wasn’t giving her what she needed, but in my head there was this—this future that I was always so close to reaching. I just had to go a little bit further, do a little bit more. I thought she would wait. I was stupid.”

      He goes silent.

      “She left?” I prompt after a few moments.

      “She packed up one night and went back to France,” he answers, voice flat.

      My next question is selfish, but I have to ask. “Do you miss her?”

      He looks at me, reaches to brush my hair away from my face. I realize I’m bracing for the worst.

      “Honestly...” He stares off into the distance. “No. I don’t. It took a while, but I know now that even if things had gone better between us, we wouldn’t have made each other happy for the rest of our lives. It’s not losing her that I still regret; it’s how it happened. I...I...”

      He sounds like he’s choking on the shame.

      “It’s okay.” I reach for him, cling to him. “It’s okay.”

      “It took me weeks before I even started missing her.” He admits it like a confession. “I loved this woman so much I wanted her to be my wife, and it took me a month before I even really cared that she was gone. That’s how focused on my work I was.”

      “But you’re different now,” I assure him, and I know it’s true. The man in my arms is not heartless. The man I’m holding wouldn’t repeat the same mistakes he made years ago.

      “I don’t know,” he murmurs. “I don’t know if I am, but I want to be.”

      “Wanting to be different means you’re already different.” I step back and place my hands on his shoulder to make sure he pays attention. “That’s how people grow. You’re not the same as you were. You learned.”

      His face gets hard. “I learned to keep people away from me.”

      I drop my hands. I’ve never heard him sound so cold before.

      “I...” he stammers. “I...I don’t want to hurt you, but I don’t want to let you go.”

      I don’t say anything. We both went into this knowing it was against our better interests, but I didn’t realize just how much he was fighting to be with me.

      “Something’s wrong with me, Monroe. There’s ambition, and then there’s...whatever I have. I always wanted to be like my father. He was always encouraging me, telling me I’d build something even bigger than he did. No one else understood why I didn’t want the wineries, but he knew. He knew what it was like to want to look at an empire and know it started with a seed you put in the ground yourself. He’s the reason I haven’t used any family money for my business. I want it to be mine. I don’t want to disappoint him, but if he knew what I’ve done, how I’ve made people feel...”

      “I think he pushed you too hard.”

      Julien blinks at me like he’s working out whether he should be angry or not.

      “What?”

      “You talk about him like he was this...superhero, and I know he must have been a good man and that I never met him so it’s not really my place to say, but it sounds like there were some ways he failed you as a father.”

      Julien shakes his head. “He was the best father. I’m the one who failed.”

      “He made you terrified of failing.”

      The more I continue, the more I realize it must be true. The way Julien talks about his father has always set me on edge, and I couldn’t figure out why, but now I know. He made him believe there’s only one way to measure success, only one type of accomplishment that actually counts for anything.

      “He set you up for failure. It’s okay to actually be happy with what you’ve got. It’s okay to look at your life and know it might not be the best or most impressive in the world. It’s okay to enjoy it anyway.”

      He stands there with this look on his face like he’s wrestling monsters in his mind.

      “I hate...I hate seeing you hurting,” I admit.

      It feels like one of the most intimate things I’ve ever said to him. The words pull him out of his trance, and he moves to pin me between him and the counter. His hands grip the metal on either side of me, caging me in, and he lowers his forehead until it’s pressed to mine. We both close our eyes. I can feel his breath on my lips.

      “I stop hurting,” he murmurs, “when I’m with you.”

      “Come home with me.” The words leave my mouth before I can stop them. “Spend the night.”
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      “I would ask you who that old guy on the wall is, but I’m much more interested in getting your clothes off.”

      Charles Dickens stares on impassively while Julien pants underneath me, lying stretched out on my couch as I straddle his thighs. My shirt’s already pushed up over my bra, and I’ve managed to get his belt undone, but we’re going to need to find something with a greater surface area if we want to take this further.

      “Do you want to go to my—”

      “That’s a nice carpet,” he interrupts, jerking his chin at the fuzzy rug on the floor. “It would look nicer with you on it.”

      I shriek as he somehow smoothly manoeuvres us both onto the floor, capturing my mouth with his as his body presses mine into the ground. My thighs part to let him rest between them.

      It’s still not a great position for getting our clothes off, but there’s a primal urgency to being on the floor like this that stops me from suggesting my bedroom again.

      Julien’s mouth travels from my lips to my neck, teasing me with soft, barely-there brushes of contact interrupted by quick grazes of his teeth that have me digging my heels into his ass and clawing at the back of his shirt. He doesn’t pick up the pace, doesn’t do anything more than let his lips wander closer to my collarbone. I start to squirm, gasping and panting as the pressure inside me builds.

      I’ve never heard of a neckgasm before, but Julien Valois might be about to make that a thing.

      “Please,” I beg, not even sure what I’m asking for. “Please.”

      I feel him smile against my skin. It’s a dangerous smile.

      “Please, what? Qu’est-ce que tu veux, chérie?”

      What do you want?

      “I...I...”

      He keeps nipping at the delicate skin stretched taut over my collarbones and then presses a kiss to the hollow at the base of my throat. His mouth is hot and hungry. It’s making me dizzy.

      “Qu’est-ce que tu veux?”

      The question rumbles against me, through me, the sound of it scattering across my skin.

      “I want...I just want to let go.”

      The answer emerges from some hidden room I don’t remember giving him the key for. He’s unlocked it all the same. I cling to him even as I ask for my freedom. It’s not him that I want to let go of; it’s everything that’s working to pull me away.

      “I want to let go of it all. I just want this. Just this.” My chest is heaving beneath him as he moves his lips to my ear, teasing with faint touches and warm breath until he suddenly nips at my earlobe and then starts to suck. My body jerks on the carpet.

      “Make me forget,” I beg. “Make me forget everything else.”

      I almost cry out at the loss of contact when he shifts himself backwards until he’s resting on his knees. He grabs me under my arms and pulls me up just long enough to strip my shirt and bra off with deft hands before he’s slamming me back onto the carpet again. He makes quick work of my jeans, and in a matter of seconds I’m totally naked, completely exposed to him on my living room floor.

      He pulls his shirt over his head, and the stretch and flex of his muscles is hypnotic. I didn’t know I had a thing for chest hair until the first time I saw him naked, but I totally do.

      “Spread your legs wider,” he orders, and my knees snap away from each other of their own volition before I can think to feel embarrassed. It’s hard to feel anything other than awestruck as he takes the sight of me in. I’m so wet I know he must be able to see it. I watch him run a thumb along his bottom lip, something dark and hot like embers slipping into his eyes.

      He places his hands on my knees, somehow making even that feel erotic as he strokes and caresses while forcing them farther apart. He rubs the outsides of my thighs before moving back up over my knees and down my shins. I shiver.

      Neckgasms. Leg-gasms. Is there anything not within this man’s power?

      He lowers himself down on the carpet. I whimper in anticipation when he starts to kiss my stomach.

      “Only this,” he murmurs. “Only me.”

      All I can think about is what he’s giving me and how much more I want. The parts of me my eyes always criticize when I look in the mirror somehow feel worthy of worship under his touch. The wide set of my hips, the roundness of my thighs, the way my stomach is soft instead of hard: he treats it all like the most perfect body he’s ever seen.

      He trails his kisses lower and lower. It’s torture and pleasure all at once. When he finally gets to the place I want him, he hovers over me, his hot breath raising goose bumps all over my body. My hips buck, trying to get closer to the pressure I need.

      He lays a hand on my stomach and starts to stroke me with his free hand before sliding a finger inside. The pace is maddening, forcing me to accept every millimetre one by one.

      “Pleasepleaseplease.” I don’t care how desperate I sound. I am desperate. “Oh god, please. More.”

      His lips twitch where they’re still pressed against my thigh, and then his thumb starts to circle my clit. I want to scream. I want to wail and beg and thrash on the floor. I clap my hand tight over my mouth to hold it in.

      Julien goes still.

      “What?” I ask, moving my hand away when I realize he’s not going to continue. “Why did you stop?”

      “Do you do that on purpose?”

      I can’t tell if I should know what he’s talking about or if my confusion is more than just a product of the lust-drenched daze he’s put me in.

      “Huh?” is all I manage to reply.

      “You do that whenever you’re starting to come.”

      Again, all I come up with is, “Huh?”

      He shifts onto his elbows so he can look at me.

      “You put your hand over your mouth. It’s just...You seem like you’re trying to stop yourself from making noise, and I keep meaning to tell you that you don’t have to. I just want you to know that. I want you to know you can feel comfortable with me.”

      For the first time since I brought him into my apartment, I start to feel embarrassed.

      “Oh, um...” I sit up, crossing my arms over my chest. He raises himself so he’s sitting too and grips my forearms.

      “Monroe.” My name on his lips makes me look up from where I’ve been staring at the carpet. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to upset you. I shouldn’t have mentioned it.”

      “No, no,” I assure him. “It’s fine. I know it’s kind of weird. I sort of forget that I do it.”

      He stays silent, and I’m startled to realize I want to explain. He’s trusted me with so much. Somehow, I know I can trust him with this.

      “It’s stupid. It’s really stupid. I know I shouldn’t let it bother me, but I do. One of the first few guys I had sex with...” I trail off to take a settling breath. “He, um, he sort of complained about how loud I was during sex. If that had happened with anyone recently, I would have sent him packing, but I was so young, and...well, I used to have a much more difficult time accepting my body. I still struggle with it sometimes, but back then it was much worse. I felt like I was so lucky to find a guy who actually wanted to sleep with me that I needed to do whatever I could to keep him, so I just...stopped being so loud.”

      “Monroe—”

      “I know it’s bullshit,” I interrupt. “Trust me, I know. Like I said, no one would ever be able to make me think that today, but it was a big deal for me back then, and it just stuck.”

      “I’m sorry if I made you feel like you had to tell me.”

      I wrap my fingers around his where they’re still gripping my forearms. “It feels good to tell you. No one...No one has ever asked.”

      “Will it help if I call that asshole some of the worst names in both the French and English languages?”

      I start to chuckle in spite of myself. “I’m sorry, but did you just say hasshole?”

      He pretends to be offended. “Oh go ahead, make fun of me some more.”

      “It’s just so easy,” I tease.

      He shakes his head and then leans forward to kiss me. It’s tender at first, a moment of reassurance, but the heat quickly builds between us again. I wrap my arms around his neck, and he pulls me onto his lap. The denim he’s still wearing is deliciously rough against my thighs. My nipples peak as my breasts press into his chest. He moans into my mouth when I start to grind against the ridge in his jeans.

      “On the couch,” he growls, part command and part plea. He squeezes my ass and gives it a slap that makes me yelp before getting up to follow his directions.

      “Not like that,” he orders when I start to lay back on the cushions. “On your knees with your back to me, chérie.”

      I shiver as I move into position so he can take me from behind. My hands dig into the top of the couch as I hear him retrieving his coat from somewhere on the floor and then ripping a condom package open. He teases me for several minutes after that, sliding his cock along my soaked folds as he rubs and smacks my ass until I’m sure it must bright red.

      “You look so good like this,” he mutters.

      One of his hands digs into my hair, hauling me up so he can cup my breast, squeezing and stroking as his lips play along my shoulder.

      “Do you want me to fuck you?” he asks in a voice like the first rumbles of an earthquake. “I know you do. That pretty little chatte is so wet for my cock.”

      I whimper as he lets just the tip find its way inside me. His hand tightens in my hair.

      “Tell me you want it.”

      “I want it.” The sentence ends on a gasp as he tugs head back even farther, my whole body arched like a bow. “I want it. I want it. Please. I want it.”

      “How?” His words are gruff now, guttural with greed. “How do you want it? Tell me.”

      “Hard. So hard. So hard I can’t think.”

      He lets out a dark, exhilarated laugh as he thrusts all the way inside me. I gasp at the fullness, at the way I’m forced to stretch so wide for him, but it only takes a second before I’m pushing my hips back, urging him for more.

      “Make me take it. Make me take it, baby.”

      I’ve never called him baby. I’ve never said things like this before, but the way he’s making me work for him tonight is peeling away all my restraint. I’m bared to him, open and raw. He starts to thrust—long, slow strokes that aren’t enough for me. They’re not even close to enough.

      “Julien—”

      He shoves me forward, one strong hand pressing firmly into my back as the other keeps its sharp grip on my hair. He’s pounding into me before I have time to get ready, to brace myself for exactly what I’ve been asking for. He’s merciless. None of the sounds I make slow him down. He fucks me like it’s a punishment, fucks me like it’s a reward, fucks me like I deserve both and he won’t rest until he gives them to me. I lose all hold over myself. I forget where I am. I forget what any of this means.

      It means nothing.

      It means everything.

      The words repeat in time with his thrusts, rapid and unyielding.

      Nothing. Everything. Nothing. Everything.

      Suddenly, his hand is no longer braced against my back. I hear him spit, and then his wet fingers are reaching underneath me to circle my clit.

      I’m going to scream. I have to.

      I start to raise my hand to my mouth, making a fist I can bite down on. I need some sort of pain, some sort of distraction, or he’s going to make me explode.

      “Monroe.” His voice halts me, the rhythm of his hips slowing ever so slightly. “Just me. Just this. Forget everything else.”

      My hand shakes. His fingers move faster, hitting just the spot at just the right pace. It’s too much. It’s too good. I let out a deep, yearning groan, louder than any sound I’ve made tonight.

      I didn’t think it was possible, but he starts to fuck me harder, and soon I’m shrieking his name.

      “Merde. Oui. Comme ҫa.” He sounds painfully turned on as I continue to scream for him, his fingers keeping up their perfect pace. “Like that, chérie. Just like that. You don’t know what you’re doing to me.”

      If it’s anything like what he’s doing to me, then I know neither of us will last much longer.

      “Come for me,” he orders. “Come for me now. Now, Monroe. Now.”

      I feel him stiffen inside me, and it’s the last thing I’m aware of before I’m hurtling over the edge. It feels like diving into madness, like leaping off the ledge of sanity and leaving all trace of comprehension behind.

      There’s only this. There’s only him.
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      “It doesn’t, um, what is the word? Creep you out? It doesn’t creep you out having Charles Dickens watch everything you do?”

      Julien’s prowling around my living room in his boxers while I sit on the couch wearing nothing but his shirt. I know he’ll need it back soon, but for now, I’m relishing every moment of being surrounded with his scent as I sip my morning coffee and enjoy the view of his fine French hass.

      He slept here last night. It wasn’t a gesture of intimacy so much as exhaustion when I took him by the hand and pulled him into my bed, but waking up wrapped around his furnace of a body made me realize exactly what inviting him this far into my life has done.

      When I wake up tomorrow morning and he’s not here, I’ll miss him. I’ve carved out a place in myself that’s shaped for him to fill. It may not be very deep yet, just the first few scrapes and strokes of the knife, but it’s there, and I know even now that it will take much longer to heal than it did to create.

      But I’ll think about that later. For now, he’s here with me. I’ll save missing him for when he’s gone.

      “What do you have against Charles Dickens?”

      “Nothing. I just think it’s a little creepy to have an old dead guy on the wall. He looks a bit like a pervert.”

      “Charles Dickens was not a pervert!” I insist. “He was a literary genius, and I am honoring his contributions to the world.”

      “I think Shakespeare was a literary genius, and I don’t have a picture of him hanging on my wall.”

      “Well now I know what I’m getting you for Christmas.”

      We both laugh, but there are questions lurking under the sound. Christmas is six months away. Will we even know each other then?

      Julien gives up on peering at Charles and comes to join me on the couch instead. He swivels me around so my back is against the armrest and tucks my legs over his lap before he picks up his own coffee where he left it sitting on the table. He’s already inspected all my stacks of books, made fun of my extensive mug collection, and invaded my sock drawer to see if every pair has polka dots on them.

      The answer to that inquiry was yes.

      “I wish I could stay all day.” He runs a hand along my shin and sighs.

      “I wish you could too,” I admit. “I wish we both could.”

      I’m already late for work, but this morning feels like a spell, and I’m not ready to break it with the twist of the doorknob just yet.

      “Tell me something,” I blurt.

      He gives me a questioning look.

      “Tell me anything,” I clarify. “Tell me something you never tell anyone.”

      I know I sound crazy, but I need something I can hold onto. I need more than this moment. I need a piece of him I can take with me today to remind me that this is real, that it’s worth holding onto.

      He looks puzzled and a little amused, but I can see his understanding starting to dawn.

      “You want me to tell you a secret?”

      “Sure,” I agree. “Tell me a secret.”

      He strokes my leg for a minute, circles the ball of my ankle with his thumb. I hum as he starts to knead the sole of my foot.

      “The secret,” I remind him before I can get too carried away to care.

      “The secret,” he repeats. “The secret is that...Well, if you want something I never tell anyone, then...I’ve never been to my father’s grave.”

      He keeps rubbing my foot, but his eyes are fixed on the wall across the room.

      “I couldn’t,” he continues, his voice eerily devoid of emotion. “I just couldn’t. They had the funeral in a church, and my mother cried on my arm the whole time, but when we got to the graveyard, I just...I couldn’t get out of the car. She begged and begged, but I just sat there. I knew if I watched them lay him in that grave, he would really be gone. I didn’t know what would happen to me if he was gone. Who would I be? What would I be working for? What reason would there be to keep building? It was always...”

      Him.

      Julien doesn’t say the word, but I hear it all the same. I suspect this may be the first time Julien has let himself think about his father this way, that he’s working to understand what happened that day even as he shares the memory with me.

      I stay quiet, giving him space to think, space to breathe. Eventually he shakes his head and asks with an edge of bitterness, “Isn’t that embarrassing? I couldn’t even hold my mother as they buried her husband.”

      “It’s not embarrassing, Julien,” I urge. “It’s...tragic. Losing someone like that is always tragic, and everyone handles grief in their own way. It’s not something you can prepare for. It’s not something you need to feel embarrassed about.”

      He nods, but I can tell he doesn’t believe me.

      “Look, if you want to talk about embarrassment, let me tell you something that’s really worth being embarrassed about. You want to know my secret?”

      He looks at me with raised eyebrows. I take a deep breath before I spit it out.

      “Mary-Lynne.”

      I watch him stare at me in confusion, and then I see the exact moment when it clicks.

      “Non.”

      I nod. “Yes.”

      “They didn’t.”

      “They did.”

      I have the birth certificate to prove it.

      “My mother used to be a practicing psychologist.” I drag my hands down my face, groaning my exasperation. “She of all people should have known how detrimental it would be. She had to have been high on whatever post-birth drugs they were pumping into her. As for my dad, well, I don’t know what his excuse is. He says he thought it was cute, and maybe it was—back when I was, you know, a baby. It’s less cute to name your daughter after history’s number one sex symbol when she doesn’t actually grow up to be a sex symbol! I’m not even blonde, for Christ’s sake!”

      I collapse forward, resting my forehead on knees as the mix of frustration, fury, and mortification I feel whenever I think about my name takes over. The worst part is that I know how funny it is. I can understand why people laugh.

      “Hey.” Julien pats my head where it’s bowed down in front of him. “Hey, listen. Your parents are crazy; I won’t lie about that. But you know what?” He slides a hand underneath me and grabs my chin, coaxing me to sit up again. “Even before we’d actually had sex, even before I knew you at all, given the choice between sleeping with you and sleeping with Marilyn Monroe, I would choose you every damn time, chérie.”

      “Ha ha, very funny.”

      He twists my chin to make me shake my head back and forth.

      “I’m not joking, ma belle. I’ve always thought Marilyn Monroe is highly overrated. I’ve never understood the hype. Also, I much prefer brunettes.”

      He tugs my chin closer and leans in for a kiss.
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      A few days later, I’m sitting on a milk crate in the alley behind Taverne Toulouse. Spending ten minutes in this dank and shadowy alcove that always smells like garbage and spilt beer is my attempt to give myself a little sunshine and fresh air. I’ve been cooped up in my office all day, pounding away at paperwork, and the letters were starting to blur in front of my eyes.

      I pull my phone out to give Roxanne a call. We haven’t had a chance to catch up in way too long, and of course, there’s no way I can actually let myself sit still without finding a way to multitask. Hopefully she’ll pick up and we can get a quick chat in before I head back to my desk.

      “Wow, look at you, done work by 5PM!” she greets me.

      “I’m not done,” I admit. “I’m just taking a break.”

      “Monroe,” she chides, “5PM is not break time. 5PM is home time.”

      “What a beautiful dream that is.”

      I can practically hear her rolling her eyes. “And Cole says I’m a workaholic.”

      “How is Cole?” I ask. “How are you? How is everything? That’s why I’m calling. I feel like I have no idea what’s going on with you right now. I’m so sorry.”

      She chuckles into the phone. “Ma belle, you don’t have to be sorry. Thanks for thinking of me, though. Everything is comme d’hab. Nothing to report. Cole and the band are going on a mini tour soon, and my work has been as busy as usual. I’m sure you have more exciting news than me.”

      A sly note slips into her voice, and I know exactly what she wants to hear about.

      “Yes, I’m still seeing him. It’s going...well.”

      “Well?” Roxanne repeats. “Well? What kind of a word is ‘well?’ Give me more than that.”

      “It’s going very well,” I deadpan.

      “Smartass,” she shoots back. “Don’t try to pretend you don’t kiss and tell. I already know you do.”

      “Fiiiine.” I make a show of giving her more information. “He slept at my place for the first time last week.”

      “Wow. You guys are moving fast.”

      “I know, I know,” I admit.

      “I didn’t mean it like it’s a bad thing. At the poetry slam, you guys seemed so...You seemed like you fit.”

      I go to lean back against the wall of the alley and then catch myself. I don’t want whatever is on these bricks to end up on my shirt.

      “It does feel like that,” I reply. “It feels...It feels so right. It feels like I can trust him, like he can trust me. I want this to work, Roxy. I want a shot at seeing where this goes.”

      “I want that for you too. I really do, Monroe.” I can hear the conviction in her voice, and I’m grateful for it, but I know she spots the giant obstacle in my path. “Have you guys talked about...?”

      “The fact that Julien is building a business which, by nature, is meant to take my business out?”

      “Yeah, that,” Roxanne agrees.

      I sigh. “We haven’t talked about it as much as we should—as much as we need to, but...I have some ideas.”

      Roxanne laughs. “Of course you do.”

      “It’s June. Fucking Félix Fournier’s due date for his decision on selling is coming up. He actually wants to meet with me today to discuss some things. I have all the numbers ready. Sales are up. It’s still in his interest to keep this place, and I...I’m not going to let him walk all over me, Roxanne. I know how to run this bar. I know how to make more money. He’s the one who’s slowing us down, and I’ve never stood up and told him that because I’ve been too scared of what would happen to everyone else if he fired me or decided to sell, but he’s already threatened to do both. I’m going to tell him exactly what he needs to do to make this place thrive, and then...then I’m going to offer to buy in.”

      Roxanne whoops on the other end of the line. “Like a share? Monroe, I’ve been wanting you to do that for years!”

      It’s true; she’s been on my ass about it forever, but as possessive as I am about Taverne Toulouse, I’ve never actually made a move to own it. I pretended I was content to be a manager, to make sure my little ship and its crew were set to sail the seas, but actually flying my own flag from the mast seemed like arrogance. It seemed unnecessary.

      Now it’s imperative.

      “I don’t know what he’ll say, but it’s worth a shot. I’ve got a convincing case.”

      “You do. No one knows that place better than you.”

      “And as for Julien...” I add because I know she’s trying to find a way to ask about it. “I’m going to ask him for something. It’s going to be hard for him to give, but I have to believe he feels the way I do about this. I have to believe he’s willing to try.”

      Roxanne clears her throat. “That was cryptic as fuck, and I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      My laughter bounces around the alley. “It’s not really my place to explain, but I think it’ll work. If I can show him there’s a way to keep us and keep our businesses, I think he’ll be willing to take it.”

      “Still cryptic as fuck,” Roxanne replies, “but you sound optimistic.”

      “I am. I think.”

      “Okay, maybe not that optimistic.”

      We both laugh. I hear the door opening at Roxanne’s place.

      “Cole just got home,” she announces, and then raises her voice to speak to him. “It’s Monroe! She’s alive! She didn’t get killed by French dick overload like we thought!”

      “You know I can hear you, right?”

      “Glad you’re alive, Monroe!” Cole calls out, making it clear they’re both aware I’m still listening. “Hope it was some good sex.”

      “Do you guys really have nothing else to talk about?” I ask.

      “We’re getting married, Monroe,” Roxanne answers. “We have to start getting ready to live vicariously through other people’s sex lives, since our own is now inevitably doomed.”

      “Okay, we both know that’s blatantly untrue,” I protest.

      As much as it grosses me out to think about Cole in a sexual way after being purely platonic friends for so long, the dude has got swagger, and from what Roxanne has told me before I shush her into silence every time, that swagger very much carries through to his performance in the sack.

      “I’m going to get back to work,” I announce, “and let you soon-to-be-newlyweds carry out your evening domestic duties.”

      “Mon dieu, don’t call sex ‘domestic duties.’”

      “I meant cooking dinner!” I inform her. “You’re the one with your head in the gutter.”

      “So be it.” She heaves a dramatic sigh before we both say our goodbyes with promises to meet up soon.

      I put my phone back in my pocket and get up off the milk crate, taking one last breath of garbage-tinged air before heading back inside. I’ve only just gotten settled at my desk when there’s a knock at the door. I pull it open and find Fucking Félix Fournier behind it. For once in his life, he’s early.

      “Salut, Monroe,” he greets me. “This is my lawyer, Monsieur Gauthier.”

      I look past the doorframe to find a guy in slacks and button down waiting beside him in the narrow hall.

      “He doesn’t have long,” Fournier continues in French, “so let’s get this over with.”

      There’s hardly room in my office for two people, so I lead them into the kitchen. I was going to suggest Fournier and I go to a restaurant tonight, somewhere we could have a formal and professional business discussion without being crammed into a broom closet, but the two of them look too hurried to even consider it.

      There are no chits on the order board, so I ask the two cooks on duty to step out for a moment and tell them I’ll help out later if the orders get backed up. They comply with wary glances at Fournier and his accomplice.

      This is far from an ideal setting, but I still have a point to prove, and it’s a point I’m committed to making.

      “Let me just grab my reports,” I begin, still speaking in French. “I have a few things to—”

      “It doesn’t matter,” Fournier interrupts. “I’m just here to tell you I’m selling. We’ve already got in touch with a few different buyers who seem interested. Monsieur Gauthier needs to go over some of the legalities of letting all the staff go.”

      The lawyer starts pulling out a few papers while Fournier glances around the kitchen, but I just stand there as the floor lurches underneath me. My vision almost seems to blur.

      “You’re...selling?” I echo like an idiot. My voice sounds raw, hoarse from the sudden dryness in my throat. “But it’s not the end of June yet.”

      So much for my collected and rational arguments.

      “June will be over next week. I made up my mind. I should have sold this place a long time ago.”

      “But you can’t—”

      “I’m selling, Monroe. It’s over. It’s time to let this place go.” He sighs like he almost regrets it, and that’s when my indignation finally flares and catches fire.

      “There are some things I’d like to discuss with you, in private, and as your employee of seven years, I think you owe it to me to at least hear them out.”

      I’m not prepared for the pity that floods his face as he looks at me and sighs again. It’s an expression I’ve never seen on him before, and as I watch the wrinkles of his forehead deepen and contract, those eyes I’ve only ever seen squinting in shrewd criticism now softened with something like sympathy, it’s then I know I’m wasting my breath.

      I’m not changing his mind.

      “Monroe,” he says, as close to gentle as the gruff and permanently pissed off tone of his voice will ever get, “I’m selling. The decision is final. Taverne Toulouse is going to close.”

      “I’ll buy it.”

      He and the lawyer share a look that makes me want to grab the nearest kitchen implement and whack them over the head.

      “I know how much I pay you. You can’t afford to buy a bar.”

      “I’ll buy a share,” I urge, his belittling comments about my salary just fuelling me on. “I’ve talked with my bank and...”

      The words are falling on deaf ears. It wouldn’t even matter if I had all my documents and plans and sales projections in my hands. To them, I’m just the desperate manager willing to say anything to keep her job. I’m just the girl who has nothing to show for herself except this dingy dive bar. I’m the girl who’s too scared to face the fact that the only thing worthwhile in her life is what’s held between these walls.

      Maybe there’s nothing else to see. Maybe that’s all I am.

      “We’re making a good offer to the guy next door. He would be crazy to pass it up, but even if he does, there are other...”

      I stop listening to what Fournier’s saying as the lawyer shuffles whatever papers he has for me. I stop the tunnel vision play-by-play of all my life’s meagre accomplishments that’s streaming in my head to a soundtrack of self-doubt. I shut it all off like it’s the chaos of a particularly screwy Saturday night and force myself to do what I always do when things get out of hand at the bar.

      I think.

      Fast.

      Then I act.

      This isn’t over. I won’t let this be over.
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      When she said she needed to see me right now, I thought Monroe meant it in an ‘I need to be on your dick right now’ kind of way.

      The woman standing outside my apartment door does not look like she needs to be on my dick. She looks like she’s here to enforce some sort of conscription law and drag me off to war.

      Then again, being on my dick might solve that problem too.

      I push the thoughts of her skin and her screams away as I take in how worried and frazzled she looks. I’ve never seen her this upset before, not even when she stood on a sidewalk scattered with the shards of my bar’s vandalized windows. She was nervous then, ashamed even, but this is something different. This is something close to fear.

      “Monroe.” I place my hand between her shoulder blades and usher her inside. “What’s wrong?”

      She only takes a few steps into the living room before she turns around and faces me with her arms held tight to her sides. She doesn’t even move to pet Madame Bovary when the Yorkie runs over and starts butting against her legs for attention.

      “I have to ask you for something.” She’s looking at me like I’m a firing squad. Whatever this is, it’s not a simple favour. “Actually, I have to ask you for two things. One of them I hoped I wouldn’t have to ask you at all, and the other I hoped I’d have more time to prepare for, but I’m running out of options. It has to be now.”

      I start leading the way to the couch and take a seat on the grey cushions. “Well, that wasn’t cryptic at all.”

      I give her a tentative smile and only get that same resolute grimace in return, but she at least eases up enough to sit beside me. I rest my hand on her thigh, half expecting her to slap it away, but my touch seems to neutralise some of her tension. I feel her sag into the cushions, and she lays her own hand on top of mine. She’s actually shaking.

      “The owner of Taverne Toulouse is going to sell the bar.”

      Now it’s me tensing up, but I try my best not to let her see it.

      “I can’t convince him otherwise; he’s made up his mind now, and he won’t budge. They’re already scouting out potential buyers. The first one they’re going to make an offer to is you.” Her fingers clench around mine. “Julien, I...I know you still don’t really understand what that place means to me. I know it doesn’t make a lot of sense, but that ‘little dump’ has a piece of my heart. Many pieces of my heart.”

      We both exhale a quick laugh at the reference to our first meeting, but the atmosphere in the room turns breathless once more as soon as the moment passes.

      “When I look at that bar, I see so many dreams that have come true. I see all the customers I’ve talked to over afternoon pints, the ones who come in beaten down by their day and walk out ready to fight it with all they’ve got. I see the employees I’ve taken a chance on, the ones I’ve hired when no one else would, and you know what? They usually turn out to be the best ones. I see all the bands and DJs and poets who got their start on our stage. I see my friends. I see their smiles. I see the memories we’ve made. Hell, some of the most momentous events in Roxanne and Cole’s relationship have happened at Taverne Toulouse, and now they’re getting married. That place is so full of hopes and dreams, and...and now when I’m there, I don’t just see other people’s dreams. I see mine too. I see what Taverne Toulouse could be if I had the guts to reach out and get it, and I want to, Julien. I want that so bad. I never let myself realize just how much until I met you.”

      She’s blazing with passion, glowing like a star on my couch, but the last sentence is a curl of smoke—less like a flame extinguished and more like one about to be born.

      She needs me to breathe on it to keep it alive.

      She needs me to make sure I don’t blow it out.

      “You wanted to ask me something?”

      The question comes out wary, like I’m not sure if I’m willing to meet her demands. I wish that weren’t true, but it is. I have no idea what she’s going to say next, but this feels all too much like those times Fleur would beg me to stay home or to take the damn money from the trust fund so both of us wouldn’t have to keep sacrificing for the things I wanted to build.

      Only that’s what success is made of: sacrifice. At least that’s what I thought. I thought it for so long it’s sliced a path through my neurons. It’s seeped into my synapses. It clouds the signals sent between my eyes and my brain. It’s not something you simply shake off, and just like Monroe, I wish we had more time. I wish she didn’t need to ask me this now. I wish we had weeks, months even, to let this fire between us burn away the past and make way for a future, but the future has already arrived.

      “Don’t buy the bar.” Monroe lifts my hand off her leg and wraps both of hers around it. “But...could you pretend like you’re going to? Just for a bit?”

      “What?”

      That is not what I was expecting.

      “I need you to stall them. Pretend you’re taking the bait. Tell them you want to bring some experts in to have a look at the place. Drag out the negotiation on the price. I just need a few weeks of you playing hard to get before I can make my own offer.”

      “An offer?”

      She nods, that visionary glint coming back into her eyes. “I looked into what it would take to buy a share. All I really do is work, so my savings have been piling up for years. I talked to the bank about business loans. I know what Taverne Toulouse is actually worth. I can cover a big share. I thought the owner would be willing to go in with me, but since that’s not happening, I’ll...I’ll find investors, or something. I’ll make it work. I just need a little more time.”

      I hate how condescending it is to think it, but she doesn’t know what she’s getting into. She’s a brilliant manager, and I know she has everything it takes to be a brilliant business owner too, but lack of experience is making her blind.

      She’s not going to find investors. Anyone she talks to is going to take one look at that property and snap it up for themselves. Places on Avenue Mont-Royal don’t go up for sale often; I would know. If I don’t take the offer they make me, somebody else won’t waste a moment saying yes—somebody else with enough money to crush everything I’m trying to build next door at the wine bar.

      If I don’t buy it, we both lose.

      “Monroe, what if...”

      All the flaws in what I’m about to suggest start flashing like warning signs so bright and insistent I don’t bother voicing the idea. She won’t work for me. I could give her double the pay she’s making now, and she still wouldn’t manage my bar. This isn’t about her stepping down or to the side; this is about her stepping up.

      I consider what would happen if Taverne Toulouse became what I know she could turn it into. Every customer who walked into her bar would be one who didn’t walk into mine. No matter what else we might be turning into, we’re still what we’ve always been since the very first day we met: rivals. My success doesn’t leave room for hers, and hers doesn’t leave room for mine.

      “Julien.” She moves closer to me on the couch, both her hands and mine now pressed to her heart. “We went into this knowing there would always be a major road block at the end of it.”

      I know by this she means us. She means the thump of her heart beneath my palm and the heat of her body beside mine.

      “We knew our goals would always get in the way of any shot we had to...to be...something. I didn’t know you would come to mean this much to me. I didn’t even want you to, but you did. I think about you all the time. I’ve told you things I tell almost no one else, and you’ve trusted me the same way. I care, Julien. I care too much to just let it go so soon, and maybe you don’t feel the same, but—”

      She’s opening herself up to me. She’s laying all she has on the line, and it’s shaking the very earth I stand on, the very ground I’ve built my life upon. I don’t have the words to match hers. I only have the pressure of my lips, the sweep of my tongue in her mouth and the cradle of my hand around the back of her head as I pull her into me for what feels like hours and still far from long enough.

      “Okay,” she says breathlessly, once she’s finally broken the kiss and lays her forehead against mine, “so I guess that means you do feel the same.”

      I taste her laughter as she breathes it into the space between us, and it’s a taste too sweet to give up. I’ll do whatever she asks. How could I not?”

      “Julien, give us a chance. Give yourself a chance. I...I’m not good at asking for favours. I don’t do it a lot, even when I really should, but I need to ask this, and I think part of you needs it too. You’ve always seemed so trapped, so stuck inside this life you’ve built for yourself, and I want to see you be free. I want to be free too. You make me want so much.”

      Her voice cracks, and I pull her even closer. She’s in my lap now, her hands releasing mine to grip my shoulders.

      “I’m not going to claim to know everything about you; it’s way too soon for that, but I think I know you well enough to understand what this will mean to you, and I’m going to ask it anyway.” She looks me straight in the eyes. “Sell the wine bar. I know you’ve invested a lot in it already. I know it will be a hard thing to do, but...you have the money from your family. You can get an even better location. You can build a better bar somewhere else and make sure the place next door goes to some bakery or cafe or something else that won’t run me out of business, and we can...we can actually give ourselves a shot.”

      She makes it sound like the easiest thing in the world, like jumping over the fence and finally wading into that green, green grass on the other side. It should be easy. It shouldn’t even be a decision at all, but the dread that’s made me push away from anyone I’ve had even a shot at getting close with over the past six years chooses now to rear its head.

      I don’t why I thought she’d be different, why I thought I’d be different this time. I’ve been in this exact same situation already. I know how it ends.

      “I can’t.”

      It’s like I can feel her breaking against me, a crack splintering outward from somewhere deep inside. It fractures me too, zig-zagging lines of pain and memory cutting into my heart. I know what she’s going to say next. That doesn’t stop it from slicing me open.

      “You can’t...or you won’t?”

      Your head is too big and your heart is too small.

      I should have listened the first time.

      “You know how I feel. You know what it’s like for me,” I plead. “I can’t give in. I can’t just walk away from it. It’s who I am.”

      “It doesn’t have to be.” Monroe cups my jaw with her hands, and sacrement, I don’t know what sears me more: the hurt in her eyes or the hope. “You can be whoever you want. That’s what you’ve been trying to show me, and you did. Let me do the same for you. Your father—”

      “Don’t.”

      My interruption is harsh enough to make her drop her hands.

      “Don’t bring him into this,” I add, softer this time.

      “But he’s part of it. He—”

      “Don’t use him against me to get what you want, Monroe.”

      It’s not a fair accusation, and I didn’t mean to say it out loud, but I’m desperate for a defence mechanism, for a way to somehow stand my ground. If I don’t, I’ll just say yes and end up hurting her even more in the long run. Even if I do sell the bar, what am I giving her? Long evenings alone when I don’t come home. Phone calls I forget to return. Hasty apologies for mistakes I’ll only make again.

      I always make fucking mistakes.

      “Excuse me?” She jumps off my lap and faces me with her hands on her hips. “That’s not what I’m doing, and you know it.”

      I rise to my feet as well. “I’m sorry. I...Monroe, just think about what you’re asking.”

      “I have thought about it. I’ve been thinking a lot about what I want, what I’m capable of, and for the first time in my life, I’m ready to go after it. I’ll do that with or without you, but...but I’d rather have you on my side.”

      She takes a step closer, her posture softening just enough for me to notice the change. I want to lean into her. I want to tell her everything will be okay, but all I do is stand there at the edge of the couch.

      “I told you what you mean to me. I told you what I feel.” Her lip quivers before she catches it with her teeth. “Tell me something. Anything.”

      What I feel for you is everything I love and hate about myself.

      You are all my dreams and nightmares come to life.

      I want to hold you until this mess makes sense. You’re the only thing that’s ever made me feel like I have a way out.

      My heart calls out to her, but my head remembers the truth.

      My silence is the only answer she needs. Her shoulders start to shake. She lifts her hand only to clench it in a fist and let it fall back to her side.

      Then she’s leaving.

      “Monroe, wait!” I lunge for the door just as she grabs the handle.

      “Wait!” I call out the words I didn’t even bother shouting after Fleur. “Please, wait. Just wait. I...I...”

      “I know,” she murmurs, still facing the door. “You can’t.”

      Then she’s gone.

      She’s gone, and I’m alone.

      The first thing I notice, once I’m actually able to notice anything at all, is how quiet the condo is. I’m standing exactly where she left me, arms braced at my sides with my eyes fixed on the door, when the utter emptiness of the room strikes me. The air conditioning hums, a pipe gurgles, and my pulse thuds in my ears. The scratch of Madame Bovary’s nails on the floor is so loud it makes me jump. She nudges my pant leg, and with the distractedness of someone locked in a trance, I bend forward to pet her, still staring at the door.

      This is my life: a condo without any photos on the walls and a dog who sometimes doesn’t even get out of her bed when I come home. This is my busy, important, successful, safe, and empty life.

      I never knew how hollow it all was until I learned what it was like to be filled.

      Madame Bovary leaves me to trot over to the kitchen, and I straighten back up. I move my gaze from the closed door to my pocket and pull out my phone.

      I’m not going back to this life. I can’t, and with a dull sort of surprise, I realize I know exactly what I have to do next.
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      “Thank you all for coming in today. I know noon is the equivalent of the crack of dawn for a lot of you.”

      A ripple of laughter passes through Taverne Toulouse’s staff where they’re all crowded around a few of the cable spool tables, but the sound dies quickly, crushed by the heaviness in the air.

      “As many of you know, the bar has had some struggles this year. Winter was hard on sales, and we’re still busting our asses just to meet last year’s targets even now. I know working in a place where your hours are being cut and your coworkers are being let go is far from enjoyable, and I’m sorry you’ve all had to go through that. I just want to let you know how much I appreciate your work ethic and enthusiasm despite the circumstances. Even with all the bad things, there’s never been a day when I wasn’t happy to come to work, and that’s because of you guys. Thank you.”

      DeeDee lets out a whoop before bringing her hands together and leading the group in a round of applause. I want to smile at their cheering, at the way several of them shout, “No, thank you!” over the noise, but this is only making it harder to do what I have to do next.

      “Many of you have worked here for years,” I continue, “but no matter when you started, you’ve all come to be part of what makes this place so...so special to me.” Oh god, I’m breaking down already. I had a formal speech all prepared—something suitably brief and businesslike to keep me from totally losing it in front of my staff, but I’m already going off book. “We’ve had a good run. I couldn’t ask for better.”

      I know they must be expecting what’s coming, but this is the first actual indication I’ve made. Not even DeeDee was in on the announcement.

      “Taverne Toulouse is closing down. Monsieur Fournier is selling the property. They wanted me to hold off on telling you for a few weeks since we’ll still be open until a buyer is found, but I know many of you will want to start looking for new job. I’m not going to blindside you after everything you’ve done for this place, and I’ll be more than happy to give you all excellent references.”

      ‘Happy’ is the farthest thing from what I feel. It’s the farthest thing from what’s written on faces of the people looking up at me. A few show traces of shock, like they’re still processing what’s going on, and the rest are a mixed bag of dismay, alarm, and grim resignation.

      It’s almost like staring into a mirror.

      I did my best to push Julien’s rejection aside. I tried my hardest to not sit there waiting for a phone call that never arrived as I turned over every leaf in the book searching for a way to save this bar, but I don’t have the money to buy Taverne Toulouse. I don’t know anyone who does. The numbers aren’t there. The math doesn’t add up. This is one quandary I can’t solve with duct tape and few whacks from a wrench. This equation has no favourable outcome—at least not for me.

      Or the people in front of me.

      The best I can do is lead them out of here with my head held high. I’ll personally walk them into every bar in this city until they all have new jobs. I’ll do what it takes to make sure they don’t end up worse off because of me and the things I failed to accomplish.

      My dreams aren’t going to come true, but then again, I’ve always been much better at chasing other people’s dreams for them.

      “You should buy it!”

      The shout comes from Dylan, and a few other staff members echo their agreement.

      “You do everything for fucking Fournier,” he continues. “This place is already more yours than his.”

      I’m always careful to avoid using my fond epithets for Fournier in front of the staff—DeeDee excluded—but they’ve adopted them all the same. I bite back a grin to keep myself from looking too pleased about it.

      “Believe it or not,” I reply, “I did consider that. I looked into what it would take to buy this place—even just a share—and it’s just not going to happen, guys. I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.”

      Admitting I failed them hurts more than admitting I failed myself. I reach behind me and grip the edge of the bar for support.

      “I’ll buy a share!” Dylan shouts. “Hell, I’ve bought a share’s worth of beer from this place over the years. Might as well start putting my money into something useful.”

      “Seconded!” Zach calls out. “Put me down for a share too.”

      “I think I can only afford a mini share,” DeeDee admits, “but I’ll give you whatever I’ve got, choufleur!”

      She pulls her wallet out and waves a twenty around before jumping to her feet and making her way around the group, demanding they fork up whatever is in their pockets.

      I watch the five and ten dollar bills pile up in her hands, and the tears I’ve been stubbornly keeping at bay start to prick the corners of my eyes. It’s like a bunch of kids deciding they’re going to buy a swimming pool with the nickels and dimes they collect at a lemonade stand; it’s not enough to even make a dent in the cost, but it means the world to see they’re willing to try.

      I’ve always known how much Taverne Toulouse means to me. This is the first time I’ve come face to face with how much it means to them.

      “Thank you,” I manage to force out past the lump in my throat. “This is incredibly sweet. Maybe we could donate it to—”

      “Woah, woah, woah,” Dylan interrupts as DeeDee walks up and deposits the cash into my shaking hands. “The only place that’s being donated to is your future ownership of Taverne Toulouse. I was serious about buying a share. I’ve been thinking about investing in something. What’s a better investment than Monroe?”

      He looks around the group for support and gets a chorus of agreement.

      “My bank keeps telling me I need to ‘make my savings work harder for me,’” Lisanne, one of our longstanding servers, chimes in. “Who’s going to work harder for my money than Monroe? I’m in.”

      “I just paid off my student loans. What’s another few years of debt?” one of the cooks jokes.

      I shake my head. “You guys can’t be serious.”

      “There’s, what? Fifteen of us?” Dylan levels with me before doing a quick head count. “Make that sixteen, plus however many other people we can round up. I think sixteen people should be able to buy a bar together.”

      “It’s a bar on one of the most desirable streets in the city,” I remind them. I’ve already received my reality check. I hate to be the one to deliver theirs, but they need to face the facts before they get carried away. “This isn’t just some kind of fundraiser. This comes with a risk. You’re tying your assets up in a business that’s already failing. Even if it was possible for us to somehow afford it together, that’s a huge commitment to make.”

      Zach gets up and makes his way over to stand beside me.

      “I’m not afraid of commitment,” he tells me before turning to face the group, “and I think we can do this.”

      Dear lord, how is DeeDee dating a guy with a spider tattoo on his neck when she could be with this wonderboy right here?

      One by one, they all get up and join us at the front.

      I look at each of their faces. There’s no hesitation. There’s no fear. I know most of these people wouldn’t be able to spare more than fifty bucks. There’s only a handful who could actually afford a significant share. A few of them could probably secure the same kind of loans as me, but that’s not a risk I would ask of anyone but myself. This is too much. It’s far too much.

      “I really appreciate this, but—”

      “Watch it with the butts, lady,” DeeDee orders.

      “We can at least run the numbers,” Zach adds, “and see what we’re actually working with.”

      “I know for a fact you’ve done at least fifty favours for everyone in this room,” Dylan states. He gives me a stern look, and I know we’re both thinking of more than what I’ve done for his slam group. I hired him despite the fact that he did jail time for dealing. “You took a chance on a lot of us when no one else would. Let us do something for you. We all know how you feel about this place. Let us help you save it and turn it into something even better than it is now.”

      “Staring with those maudit bathroom tiles!” Lisanne shouts to general applause.

      The bathroom tiles really are awful.

      “Well.” I pause and survey the group a final time. “I guess it couldn’t hurt to run the numbers.”

      Dylan thumps me on the back as DeeDee pulls two twenty dollar bills out of my grasp and scurries behind the bar.

      “Tequila!” she shouts in explanation, waving the money like a victory flag before dropping it in the register. “On me!”

      She pours the shots in record time like the seasoned pro she is and passes them out without spilling a drop. When we’ve all got our hands on some alcohol, she raises her own shot glass to make her trademark toast.

      “One for the road, hein!”

      “To Taverne Toulouse!” Zach adds.

      “To Monroe, the best boss I know all you fuckers have ever had!”

      Dylan’s toast is the one that gets echoed, “To Monroe!” falling from everyone’s lips before they tilt their heads back and drink.

      It’s the first time an entire room of people has toasted me.
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        * * *

      

      This is crazy. No sane person would look at this and consider it a sound financial move, but the numbers are there.  If what’s showing on my computer screen is correct, we have enough to make Fournier a competitive offer.

      “He’ll take that, right?” Zach asks. He, Dylan, and I are holed up in my office together a few days after the staff meeting. “He has to at least consider that.”

      “He could get more from someone else,” I remind them. “Probably much more.”

      While most of the staff were happy to throw in anywhere from fifty bucks to a few hundred purely as a donation, only Dylan and Zach could actually come to the table as investors. I knew Dylan had a side gig working for his cousin’s construction company and has been saving up for years. It turns out Zach runs some kind of online ecommerce business that’s making him a fair amount of cash.

      “You both realize this is a terrible investment, right? We’re going to have to take out even more loans to do any of the improvements I have in mind, and there’s no guarantee we can get this place off the ground, especially with a wine bar going in next door.”

      I still haven’t heard from Julien. I almost cracked and gave him a call. When I walked out of his apartment, I thought I was giving him the push he needed to change his mind. Deep down, I didn’t really think I was saying goodbye. Every day that passes without word from him makes me less certain he ever felt what I thought he did at all, and when I really let myself acknowledge it, the pain is enough to crush me.

      Only I don’t have time to analyze all those early morning hours I passed wrapped up in his arms. I can’t spend the day in bed with his words on repeat in my head, trying to pick out which ones were true and which weren’t. I don’t have time to torture myself.

      We don’t have time for that.

      “Wow, Monroe, you’re a very convincing saleswoman,” Dylan jokes. “You’re really making me think this is worth my while.”

      “I don’t want you guys to regret this,” I explain.

      “Business is about risk,” Zach states. “It’s also about trust. I trust you. Ever since you interviewed me, I’ve been wondering why you didn’t just buy this place for yourself. The only reason Taverne Toulouse is failing is because Fournier blocks all your best ideas at every turn.”

      “You’re sure?”

      They both groan. I crack a smile in spite of myself; I’ve asked them the same question about twenty times today.

      “Just checking. Let me call Fournier and tell him he needs to come in.”

      The two of them file out to give me some space as I scroll to Fournier’s name in my contacts. I have him listed as FFF—for Fucking Félix Fournier, of course.

      “Monroe,” he greets me in the same gruff tone as ever. “I was going to call you.”

      “Oh?”

      I wonder what innumerable faults in my management skills he has to share with me today.

      “I met with that Valois mec from next door yesterday. We signed the papers.”

      “The...papers?” I repeat, alarm signals going off in my head. “What do you mean?”

      “He took the offer,” Fournier snaps like I’m out of a loop I should be in. “He bought Taverne Toulouse.”

      The phone falls out of my hand.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Nineteen

          

          
            Julien

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        BREATHE: The process of allowing a wine’s flavour profile to develop through exposure to air

      

      

      

      I love my grandmother. I do. I’ve never been close with either of my mother’s parents, and they never quite forgave my father for being less than a French aristocrat—despite all the success he brought to the family—but still, I love my grandmother.

      I just wish she’d found a more convenient time to fall fatally ill.

      The flight attendant comes by and asks what I’d like to drink. I accept the miniature bottle of sauvignon blanc and pour it into the plastic cup. It’s hard to make sauvignon blanc absolutely terrible, but this one is, quite truly, absolutely terrible.

      I drink it all in three sips.

      My phone feels like it’s burning a hole in my pocket, and I’m about ready to risk electromagnetic interference to see if Monroe has returned any of my messages or calls.

      I asked that Fournier clown to let me give her the news myself after admitting to our ‘friendship,’ but now that I’ve been summoned out of the country and still haven’t managed to get a hold of her, I doubt he’ll keep his mouth shut for long.

      She’s going to be furious. Worse than that, she’s going to be disappointed. Again. I could take anger from her. I could take screaming and fists pounding against my chest, but that’s the thing about Monroe. She doesn’t get furious; she gets righteous instead. She makes it clear you’ve let her down, and somehow, that’s a million times harder to accept. When she tossed my words back at me before walking out my apartment door, I thought the floorboards would crack open to let me tumble into the pit of my own shame.

      The first day I met her, I felt like I’d failed a test. As I paced my apartment in the moments after she left, I realized I couldn’t live with feeling that way again. I tracked down Félix Fournier and called him myself before he’d even made me his offer. We had the deal complete within a few days.

      The only thing left is to hand the whole place over to Monroe.

      Only she doesn’t know that yet. I’ve been trying to get a hold of her ever since, but she won’t answer my calls.

      When I called my mother and told her I’d need to speak to our family lawyer about finally receiving my trust fund money, she asked me what was wrong in a horrified voice that suggested my legs must have been crushed in a tragic accident or something equally cataclysmic. Even after several minutes spent trying to convince her I was fine, she wouldn’t believe I simply decided I wanted the money. I ended up being forced to tell her I met a girl.

      This of course prompted another round of convincing wherein I tried to tell her I wasn’t being fleeced by a gold digger. It took me the better part of an hour to actually get the damn lawyer’s contact information.

      When Maman’s name showed up on my screen yesterday, I was expecting to face another interrogation. Instead, I picked up to hear her sobbing into the phone. For the past year, we’ve been living with the knowledge that my grandmother didn’t have much time left. It was down to a question of when, and when seems to be now.

      The plane lands in Paris, and the first thing I do is switch my phone on. There’s still nothing from Monroe. I find my grandparents’ driver waiting for me in the arrivals area. It’s only once I’m buckled into the back seat of the Audi and settling in for the five hour trip to Bordeaux that I realize I haven’t felt even a flicker of hesitation since I heard my mother crying. Before I even knew what she was crying about, I made the decision to go to her.

      There was a time in my life when even my own grandmother’s impending death would have made me consider the pros and cons of taking an unexpected absence from work. There was a time when I would have asked just how certain the doctors were. I would have tried to wait it out and see if things got better—not because I didn’t care and not because I didn’t want to be there, but because there was always a much stronger compulsion than any of my cares or wants. There was always this gnawing, teeth-gnashing need to succeed. I was like a horse being spurred on by a carrot dangling over its head, and I never stopped to question who had their hands on the reins.

      I’m starting to see past the fucking carrot.

      Paris streaks by the windows, imposingly beautiful with those blue and white Haussmann houses stretching up from the meticulous grid of the city in all their chilly splendor. They’ve been softened by time and human hands, by flowers in the window boxes and cracks running up the walls, but I’ve always found Paris to be cold.

      I only feel like I’m home once we’re past the final arrondissement and headed into the countryside. I roll down my window to get a breath of the afternoon air, baked by the sun and seasoned with the earthy tang of the grass. That’s when I know I’ve arrived. I haven’t breathed that air in six years, but I’d know exactly where I was even if I’d woken up in this car with a blindfold on.

      The gravel drive leading to my grandparents’ chateau is long and winding. I remember the way those rocks felt slicing into my knees and palms when I hit the brakes on my bike too fast and flew over the handlebars. My mother carried me back up to the house, blood staining the pink silk of her blouse.

      It’s suddenly agony to wait even another second to be with her.

      They’re keeping Grand-mère in a room on the first floor. Maman told me she knew things were bad when the hospital doctors suggested Grand-mère might be more comfortable at home. The housekeeper shows me into the room, and I find my mother sitting in an armchair, reading out loud from the book in her lap. The figure in the hospital bed beside her is frail and shrivelled, with an IV in her wrist and a cannula under her nose. She almost appears translucent, like she’s little more than a hull. The shallow rise and fall of her chest is a shock when she’s this close to gone.

      Maman stops mid-sentence and looks up toward the door. The tears flood her eyes in an instant.

      “Mon fils!” she gasps, jumping up from her chair. “My son! My Julien! My son.”

      She knew I was coming, but she latches onto me like the shock of my arrival has completely knocked her over. I steady her with my hands on her back, and she sniffles into my chest until she manages to collect herself enough to step away and look at me.

      “You came!”

      “Of course I did.” I say it like I had no other option, but she knows as well as I do that she’s right to be surprised by it—happy, but still surprised, like this is an outcome she didn’t dare hope for.

      “Where is Grand-père?”

      Maman’s expression darkens. “Probably locked up in his study again. He says he can’t look at her like this.”

      “Did he know I was coming?”

      Maman nods. “I told him you’d be here this afternoon, but I doubt we’ll see him until dinner. He didn’t leave her side for days, but after they told us it’s not likely she’ll wake up again, he—he just...he couldn’t—”

      The tears threaten to spill over again, and I put my arm around her as I lead her back to her chair. Part of me wants to be furious at my grandfather for leaving her alone like this, but the other half of me understands. I can barely look at the figure in the bed, the one who is nothing like the woman I remember, with her thick white hair piled high on her head and those long, slender fingers like my mother’s always wrapped around a teacup. Now they look like skeletal where they rest on the bed sheets at her sides.

      Papa didn’t fade away like this. The cancer moved fast. He got thinner, yes, and his voice lost the lustre that seemed to draw everyone to his words like a warm fire on a cold night, but even at the very end, he still looked like he would spring up out of bed and ask for a glass of wine.

      The housekeeper brings tea and a tray of biscuits neither of us touches; we’re too busy talking to eat. It’s been over a year since Maman’s last trip to Canada, and even though I already know how the wineries are doing and she’s already aware of all my business plans, we discuss every facet of our day to day lives like we’re sharing them for the first time. The stories all sound new when we’re sitting here in the same room, breathing the same air.

      I think that’s how it always is with mothers: you don’t realize how much you miss them until you’re back by their side.

      The only thing we avoid talking about is Monroe. As far as I know, Maman is still convinced she’s a con artist out to charm her way to my fortune, and I’m still too strung out over the lack of texts or calls on my phone to want to start hashing that out again.

      When it seems we’ve finally run out of things to say, I nod at the book Maman set down on the bedside table.

      “What were you reading to her?”

      She tilts the cover of Madame Bovary up so I can see it. “Flaubert.”

      I stare at the green canvas of the cover, its letters scrawled in swooping silver loops. It’s one of the books my father always seemed to have on hand, another of the ‘great works of French literature’ he used to quote so much.

      “Maman,” I find myself asking before I can think better of it, “do you even like Flaubert?”

      She squints at me. “Your father liked Flaubert very much, Julien. He said—”

      “But do you?” I interrupt. “Do you like Flaubert?”

      She searches my face, considering me carefully before she replies. “It’s an important book. It’s one everyone should read.”

      “But do you like it?”

      She taps her nails against the cover, and I notice her usual French manicure is missing.

      “Are you trying to tell me something, mon fils?”

      “I just...” I trail off, letting my eyes wander to the bed and then quickly back to her. Maybe it isn’t the time or place for this conversation. “I’ve just been thinking.”

      She reaches for my hand. Hers looks so tiny clasped in mine.

      “I’ve been thinking too.”

      She pauses long enough that I think she’s going to leave it at that, but then she lets out one of those so-very-French sighs and continues.

      “I always told you I didn’t understand why you wouldn’t take the trust fund money, but I think maybe I did. I think it might be the same reason I read all those books your father loved.” My shock must register on my face because she pats my hand while her lips twist up in a little smile. “This isn’t the first time I’ve thought about it. Tell me something, Julien. I’ve always wondered—did you leave Cambridge because it was what you wanted, or because...because it’s what you felt you had to do?”

      “I mean, it—it wasn’t so much what I wanted to do as what I needed to do,” I admit. “I felt stuck at Cambridge. I wasn’t going anywhere fast enough. Papa never even went to school, and—”

      “But he always wanted you to.”

      “He said that,” I counter, “but I always felt like he was disappointed in me for going to England. He understood why I wanted to leave the wineries, why I wanted something that was mine, but I don’t think a degree from Cambridge University would have been enough for him.”

      “Would it have been enough for you?”

      I look into her eyes and answer honestly, more honestly than I’ve been able to answer to myself for years.

      “I don’t know. These past few months, I...I just don’t know.”

      My mother looks toward her own mother. “It makes the past feel more immediate, doesn’t it? When someone is...”

      Dying.

      “I think all the big moments do that,” I say softly. “All the comings and goings, the ends and the beginnings...”

      I picture Monroe, her head tipped back to stare up into my eyes, that wide smile and the determined set of her brow. That’s what she is to me: a beginning.

      “That girl,” Maman begins, nearly making me jump at the way she seems to have read my mind, “tell me about her.”

      “You mean the gold digger?”

      She gives me a grimace that tells me to knock it off.

      “I only said that because you hardly gave me any information about the woman before you told me you wanted to buy her a property. So tell me about her.”

      I gently detach my hand from hers and then lock both of mine behind my head, settling deeper into my chair. “What do you want to know?”

      “Hmm. What are your favourite things about her?”

      I laugh—really laugh—for what feels like the first time in days.

      “How much time do you have?”
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      Grand-mère passes away in her sleep the same night I arrive.

      The nurse they hired to care for her wakes Maman and I up just before dawn. She tells us Grand-père has been sleeping in the chair next to the bed every night and didn’t want anyone to know. He was there holding her hand when she passed.

      The funeral is a small one. We could have called in half the French aristocracy, but most of them would only have come for appearance’s sake; my grandparents retired from society a long time ago. The black-clad crowd is a mix of extended relatives, household staff, winery employees, and a few of my family’s oldest friends from around Bordeaux. I haven’t seen any of them in years, and I hear the murmurs every time someone recognizes me.

      It’s a strange thought, and probably not even an appropriate one, but I can’t help imagining what it would be like to have Monroe beside me, holding my arm and wearing a black dress to match my suit. I know it would make today easier.

      The sun is beating down on the earth as we lay Grand-mère to rest. It’s a day for cold drinks on porches, for reading books in lawn chairs and wandering between the rows and rows of vines. Somehow, it seems like the right day for a funeral, for the end of a long life well lived. She may have been a prime example of an aloof and icy Frenchwoman staring down at the world with her chin held high, but my grandmother left this world with a husband who loved her like she was the first star in the night sky and a daughter who will treasure her memory far more than any of the possession’s she’s left behind.

      I hold Maman as Grand-père stands stiffly beside us, watching the coffin get lowered into the dirt. I hold her the way I wasn’t there to hold her when she said goodbye to Papa.

      We’re the last ones to leave, the crowd dispersing to give us our privacy.

      “Could I have a moment with her?” Maman asks, her voice steadier than I expected.

      Grandpère slips silently away. I squeeze her shoulders before turning to do the same.

      “Julien,” she calls, making me pause. “I think you should go see him.”

      My throat closes up. Blood rushes in my ears, and the ground seems to lurch under my feet. I spread them wider apart to steady myself.

      I knew he was buried here, but I’d been doing my best to ignore it.

      “I ca—” I start to say those same words again, that admission of defeat, that surrender to a power greater than anything I could want for myself, but I’ve said them enough. I’ve backed myself into that corner too many times. “I will. Where...?”

      She doesn’t make me ask the question, doesn’t force me to admit I don’t know the way to my own father’s grave. She just points.

      It’s only a few spaces over from where they put Grand-mère. The headstone is black marble, glinting sharply in the bright afternoon light, but the letters carved into its surface seem to make my whole world go dull.

      Pierre Antoine Joséph Valois.

      My father.

      My father is dead.

      I stop caring about who might be watching or that Maman is only a few feet away. I drop to my knees.

      “Mon père.” I feel the press of soft earth and hard stones through the fabric of my black dress pants. Birds are singing in the trees at the edge of the cemetery. You can’t see it from here, but there’s a vineyard just beyond the little forest at the top of the hill. “Papa. I...I’m sorry I wasn’t there for her when she needed it. You would have been ashamed.”

      I glance over at Maman where she’s murmuring to herself by Grand-mère’s headstone. I can only imagine what she must have felt facing the same moment here at my father’s grave all by herself. I turn back to the stoic letters in the marble.

      “But that’s all I’m sorry for. You...You were my hero. I still believe you were a good man. A great man. I would never ask for a different father, but I don’t need a hero anymore. I don’t need an idol. All my life I’ve been trying to build something for myself, but I’m starting to see that maybe a lot of me was building it for you. I lived so much of my life trying to make you proud. I wanted to measure up. That was always my motivation, but...it can’t be. Not anymore.” I lay my hand on the stone, my fingers shaking as they trace the shape of his name. “This needs to end. This needs to end so I can begin.”

      I leave the graveyard with my mother. Just as we’re about to step out onto the gravel drive and head to the waiting car, she lays her hand on my arm. I pause when she stops walking.

      “He was proud of you, you know?” She shades her eyes and stares into the cemetery. “The day you left for Cambridge, he told me it didn’t matter what you did. It didn’t matter where you went or who you decided to become. It just made him happy to see you living your life. Everything you did made him happy because you were his son.”

      I open my mouth to speak, but my throat has closed up again. Maman turns to me.

      “You are his son. Every time I look at you, I see him.” Her voice falters, but she goes on. “It’s not because you’re successful or driven or ambitious. That’s not what I loved about him most. That’s not what I’m so grateful he passed onto you. When I look at you, I see his kindness. I see his loyalty. I see his devotion—not to things, not to projects, but to people. People he loved. You have so much love in you, Julien. I don’t want you to hide it or throw it away. Papa wouldn’t want that either.”

      I take her hand in mine. It’s all I can do to murmur, “Je t’aime.”

      She smiles like she can hear every other word I want to say, and I realize she probably does hear them. She knows me. She’s my mother. Just like the time she bought a thousand dollar dog for me when she knew I needed a friend, she knew exactly what I needed to hear today.

      At Maman’s insistence, it’s only another two days before I leave France. I would have stayed as long as she asked, but I couldn’t hide my relief when she told me I needed to book a ticket back to Monroe or she would book it for me. I considered sending everything in a text, but there are things Monroe needs to hear from me face to face.

      I’m ready for this to start, and I want to start it right.

      I should feel nervous when the wheels of the plane touch down in Montreal, but instead, I feel more alive than I’ve ever felt before. I’m filled with energy, with drive, with motivation and will—with all the things that have gotten me where I am and have never failed me before—but there’s something new this time, a new flavour whose taste makes me thirst for it all the more: purpose.

      My purpose.
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      I’ve had my key to Taverne Toulouse since I was barely more than a teenager. It’s the same one the bar’s old manager gave me when I officially became a shift opener. The original key has filtered down through so many copies you have to know the exact right way to jiggle the lock, but I’ve never replaced it.

      That’s mostly because Fournier wouldn’t approve the cost of re-doing all the locks in the bar, but still, it doesn’t make it any less tragic to think of sliding the piece of metal off my dorky Celtic knot key ring and dropping it in Fournier’s hand.

      Two weeks from now, that’s exactly what I’ll be doing. They settled on handing the property over in mid-July. It will screw with Julien’s timeline, but I’m sure he’s thrilled with the deal he got.

      Not that I’m bitter.

      Not that I’m completely shattered and utterly gutted every time I even think about it.

      He called me for days and left me an essay’s worth of texts saying he had an explanation and that he needed to see me in person. At one point, I actually gave in to my morbid curiosity and told him to meet me at my apartment. He replied saying he had left Montreal and didn’t know exactly when he’d be back. Apparently he had a good, needs-to-be-delivered-in-person explanation for that too, but I’m done with games. This is so far beyond a game. I asked him not to call me anymore, and he was smart enough to listen.

      I pretend I don’t miss him. I pretend he’s not the last thing I think about at night. I’m holding out for the day I won’t have to pretend anymore, but I’ve got a feeling I’ll be holding out for a long, long time.

      I stop fondling my keys like a senile old woman who can’t remember why she’s leaving the house and lift my bag onto my shoulder before heading out of my office. It turns out closing a bar down is even more of a logistical nightmare than keeping one open, and I’ve been working even longer hours than usual. In a cruelly ironic twist of fate, business has been booming all week while our staff dwindles more by the day, which means I’ve had to put in some time out on the floor to keep things afloat.

      “You two okay to close?” I ask DeeDee and Zach, the only staff I have available to handle a nearly full house.

      “It’s slowing down now. We’ll be fine,” Zach assures me. “This ain’t our first rodeo.”

      “Va-t’en, putain!” DeeDee adds.

      Her order of, ‘Get lost, whore,’ is typical DeeDee, but luckily I know her well enough to understand she’s really trying to say I’ve worked hard  and deserve to go home.

      “Call me if you need me,” I order as I make my way through the bar gate.

      I pause for a moment to watch Zach load up DeeDee’s tray with the pints he’s pouring, his face lit up like a Christmas tree as he laughs at whatever she just said to him. Honestly, he’d probably still be looking at her like that if she told him she had to go take a piss.

      If anything good comes of this bar closing, it will be the impetus for that boy to grow a pair and tell her how he feels.

      “Goodnight!” they both chorus as I’m leaving.

      It’s almost nine o’clock, but the sky still holds a fading imprint of daylight as I make my way home. I trudge up the staircase to the landing outside my door, and I can’t help remembering what a pain in the ass it was to move here. I lived in a dorm for my first year of school and then shared an apartment downtown with some girls from my program. When I finally decided to get my own place, the first item on my list of requirements was that it be within walking distance of Taverne Toulouse.

      I guess there’s no point in that now. I could end up working all the way across the city. For the first time in years, I have no idea what the next month of my life is going to look like.

      I pull the door open and reach for the entryway’s light switch. It’s only once I’ve got my shoes off that I notice the crumpled yellow envelope on the floor. It must have been wedged in the doorframe.

      I pick it up, expecting some sort of advertisement or flier, but it’s just a plain, sealed envelope—with my name written in blue cursive letters on the front.

      The back of my neck starts to tingle, and I reach for the lock on my door. Someone was at my apartment, someone who knows my name and how to find me. Anyone I can think of who’d have an envelope to give me would have just called my cell.

      The Twilight Zone theme song starts playing in my head as I take a seat on my couch. I know I’m being paranoid, but when you live alone, anything slightly freaky is an automatic threat.

      I rip the envelope open with my fingers, nearly tearing the bundle of papers inside in the process. It’s some sort of legal document, but I haven’t even started on the first sentence when I notice the handwritten note included with the pages. The words are inked in the same blue pen and tidy cursive as my name on the front.

      ‘A very little key will open a very heavy door.’

      -Charles Dickens

      Chère Monroe,

      I’ll admit it. I had to Google that quote. I knew you would probably only bother reading this note if it started off with some words from your beloved Monsieur Dickens, so I found something to suit the occasion.

      I haven’t gotten my key to Taverne Toulouse yet, so consider me giving you this document to mean the same thing. If you sign it (along with several other lengthy contracts that were too big to fit in the envelope) the bar will be yours. Completely. I bought it for you—not because I think you need me, or anyone, to buy you things. I bought it because before you, I never wanted another person’s success as much as my own. That never would have changed if I hadn’t met a woman good, kind, and courageous enough to fight for the happiness of others the way I’ve seen you fight for it every day since I met you.

      You’ve changed me. I haven’t even known you for four months, and you’ve changed me. This is my way to prove it to you. This is my way to promise that the past made me who I was—not who I am. I’ve never felt this way about my future before. It’s like for the past thirty-two years, I was living for someone else. I was being someone else.

      I’m going to be me now, and I know it’s selfish to ask, but I would really like you to meet that person, to let him prove there’s nothing holding him back anymore.

      I can’t lie; he’s all yours if you want him.

      I’ll understand if you don’t want to talk to me. That’s why I wrote this in a note. I was an idiot for taking this long to tell you about the bar. It wasn’t my intention, and I really do have an explanation for you if you want to hear it. I knew you probably wouldn’t open the door if I rang, but I’ll be hanging around your staircase—and possibly getting arrested by the neighbourhood watch—for the next few minutes if you want to talk. I have so much I want to tell you and so much I want to ask.

      -Julien

      Well, fuck.

      My hand is shaking where it grips the page and my heart is a jackhammer in my chest, but my mind is strangely blank. I’m like a video stuck in buffering mode, unable to move to the next frame.

      Monroe is loading. Please wait.

      Several minutes pass before I can push myself up off the couch, my steps tentative as I cross the room and crack the front door open. The streetlamps are on, illuminating a circle of sidewalk at the bottom of my staircase, but there’s no one in sight.

      “Julien?” I call, my voice barely above normal conversation volume. I can hear my neighbour’s TV through an open window, and I don’t want to rouse the entire building by shouting for strange men in the night. There’s no answer, though, so I try again, louder this time.

      Still nothing. He must have given up. I glance at the neighbour’s place before padding out onto the landing in my bare feet and cupping my hands around my mouth.

      “Julien!”

      He comes running from up the street. He’s wearing jeans and a plain white t-shirt that’s probably from some fancy brand name. The price tag might just be worth it with the way the fabric clings to his chest. That beard, those damn scholar’s glasses, that fucking smile—it’s enough to make me forget all about the answers and questions hanging over our heads. For a moment, all I want is to rush down this staircase and into his arms before making him carry me back up so I can lock the two of us in my apartment for the next several days—possibly weeks.

      Then the moment passes and fades to a distant yearning somewhere deep in my chest. We have some shit to sort out first, and it can’t wait until later. As if he senses my resolve, he pauses at the foot of the staircase and looks up at me, seeking permission.

      “You were right,” I tell him. “You were an idiot.”

      He looks so instantly chagrined it’s almost as if his smile slides off his face and onto the sidewalk. I fight to urge to run down and scoop it up to put it back where it belongs.

      “You bought the bar almost two week ago, and you’re just telling me now?”

      “I wanted to do it in person.”

      I put my hands on my hips. “I repeat: you bought the bar two weeks ago.”

      “And I had a plan to tell you as soon as it was a done deal, but then my grandmother died, and—”

      “Wait, wait, wait!” I cut him off, one hand flying off my hip to rest over my thumping heart. “Your grandmother died? Oh my god, Julien, I...”

      “It’s okay. I’m actually kind of glad because—”

      “Hold up!” I interrupt again. “You’re glad your grandmother died?”

      “Non, not that she died, but—Voyons, I think maybe I should come inside so we can start this from the beginning.”

      I hold up a finger. “You’re still not off the hook, but I think maybe you’re right.”

      That hopeful grin is back on his face as he climbs the stairs two at a time.

      “Ah, merde!”

      I’m pulling the door open when the disembodied exclamation makes both of us jump.

      “They’re going inside,” continues the same voice in French from behind the window next door.

      “Merde!” a second voice echoes. “That was even better than a soap opera.”

      “Great,” I mutter, while Julien starts cracking up. I hurry him inside. “My love life is tonight’s prime time entertainment.

      Even in the middle of laughing at my expense, he manages to raise an eyebrow. “Your love life, huh?”

      I shoot him a withering look. “I told you you’re not off the hook yet. Start talking.”

      I lead the way into the living room and flop down on the couch, clearing enough of my books and papers away to give him a place to sit beside me—with a cushion’s worth of distance between us. That t-shirt is still distractingly tight, and I need to enforce self-control.

      I wonder if he wore it on purpose.

      “What point should I start at?” he asks.

      “Start with me leaving your apartment after I asked you not to buy the bar.”

      A shadow passes over him. A storm starts to rage in his eyes.

      “I...I said some things I shouldn’t have, and I didn’t say a lot of things I wanted to. I’m sorry. I should have been ready, but I wasn’t. I didn’t know how to let go of—of all the...the...”

      He struggles to put it into words, but he doesn’t have to. I lay my hand on his arm for the briefest of moments before pulling away.

      “I know what you mean.”

      He dips his head in a nod heavy with gratitude. “When you left, I realized I never wanted to see you walk away from me again.”

      The air gets so thick I struggle to pull it into my lungs. We’ve said some pretty intense things to one another. We’ve expressed feelings four months might not even be enough time to justify, but he’s just taken this to a new level—a level where we use words like ‘never’ and ‘always.’

      I don’t know what it’s like to be somebody’s always. I don’t have a concept of never. This is unexplored territory for me, and I stand on its precipice not knowing what I should fear more: taking a step forward or taking a step back.

      “Julien...”

      “It’s true.” His eyes sear straight to the heart of me. “I know it’s not just up to me, but I don’t ever want to feel that way again.”

      It takes everything in me to stay where I am instead of throwing myself into his arms.

      “Taverne Toulouse is yours. My trust fund covered the purchase.”

      “Wait.” I sit up straighter. “What do you mean, ‘covered?’ When you said it was mine, I thought you meant you’d sell it to me. Are you telling me you—”

      “I bought it. It’s paid for, and now it’s yours.”

      “Julien!” My hands fly to my mouth. “How big is your fucking trust fund?”

      He cracks a smile. “Well, it’s considerably smaller now.”

      “I can’t take it. It’s too much.”

      “I meant what I said.” He leans closer, and my protests all dry up in my throat. “It’s not a gift. It’s not a favour. It’s a promise. If nothing else, at least let me give you that.”

      I stay silent, not trusting myself to speak. I’m sure my eyes must have gone as big and round as a Pixar character’s by now.

      “I’m going to rent out the place next door,” Julien continues. “I’ll make sure it goes to someone who won’t be a threat to Taverne Toulouse, and if one day you end up wanting to expand your square footage, maybe we can talk business.”

      “But—But your wine bar,” I stutter. “All the money you’ve already put in...”

      It’s exactly what I asked him to give up, but the fact that he’s willing to do this much for me just won’t sink in.

      “I’ll need a few months to recoup, but with another chunk of the trust fund and what I’m going to be making off rent, I should be back on track by the winter.” He gives me a tentative smile. “Avenue Mont-Royal really wasn’t the place for an upscale wine bar, anyway. I’ve got my eye on a spot in the Old Port now. Maybe this has all saved me from making a terrible oversight.”

      I scoff. “It would have to be one hell of an oversight to be worth all this mess.”

      “It’s not the bar that’s worth all this mess.”

      I didn’t think my heart could pound any harder, but it does. He lets a long moment pass before he says anything else.

      “We’ll need to meet up, preferably with lawyers, to get this all finalized and sorted out—if you’re willing to accept, that is.”

      “How could I not?” My voice comes out raw, and I have to clear my throat. “This is going to help so many people.”

      It’s clearly not the reason he was hoping for, and I know it’s not the only one.

      “And me,” I force myself to admit. “This is going to help me. This is...everything.”

      “It’s everything to me too.”

      In the entire time he’s been sitting here, I still haven’t moved any closer. After a moment of silence, he pushes himself off the couch, leaving me blinking up at him.

      “I guess that’s all we, um, have to discuss tonight.” He stares down at his feet, his usual immaculate posture slumped with what I realize is dejection. “You can text me to set up a date for the meeting. I’m sure you’re probably tired from work, so I’ll head out now.”

      He thinks I’m rejecting him. How can he not know that my hands are twitching with the memory of his skin, that my mouth is parched with wanting and my arms are as empty as a dry riverbed without him in them? I’m the cup outstretched toward him, and he is everything I need to be filled.

      “Julien!” I jump to my feet and close the distance between us, my chest just an inch from his. I tilt my head back to look at him. “Don’t be a hass.”

      My arms circle his neck, and my lips haven’t even met his before he’s lifting me into the air. I let my legs wrap around his waist. I don’t worry about being too big or too heavy. I don’t worry about anything at all.

      He can carry me. He will carry me whenever I’m unsteady, and I will carry him when his own legs won’t hold him up. There will be days when we both carry each other, when our strides are more of an anguished crawl than steps to take us forward. There will be days when we can’t move at all, but I will be there holding onto him, and he won’t ever give up on me.

      It’s a promise, and I taste it on his tongue.

      We kiss like it’s our first time and like it’s our last, though I know this embrace is far from either. I dig my hands into his hair, the growl that rumbles in his throat when I tug on the strands sending a quake of longing up my spine. His hands slide from the bottom of my thighs to my ass, squeezing hard. I break the kiss, gasping my desire.

      “I missed you, chérie.” His voice is almost menacing with want. “I missed the way you taste.”

      “So taste me.”

      That earns me another growl. He squeezes me again, hard enough to hurt, and then he’s manoeuvring us both into my bedroom. In a rush of skin and breath and mouths and teeth, he somehow has us both naked and on my mattress in record time. His eyes glint behind his glasses, sharp with hunger, and he sets himself up between my bent knees, spreading them apart as he lowers his lips to my stomach. Our pace has been frantic, but now he goes slow, giving me one drop at a time when I want the whole damn bottle.

      “Rien n’est plus parfait que ҫa,” he murmurs, the words coming out as hot breath on the part of me that needs him most.

      Nothing is as perfect as this.

      He teases me for so long and so well that it only takes the breach of his finger and a few flicks of his tongue to make me come. I’m still clawing at the sheets when he pushes himself to his knees and thrusts inside me. My pussy throbs in a mix of protest and pleasure as he pounds into me again and again. I’m so wet I can hear it.

      Julien’s face twists with something close to fury. He falls forward to bracket my head with his arms, my breasts pressing into his chest that’s slick with sweat as he takes my mouth prisoner. His thrusts gets faster and faster as his tongue dominates mine. I feel his whole body stiffen, and then he’s moaning with the force of his release. His lips trail their way along my jaw and down my throat, murmuring my name.

      I could listen to him breathe that sound forever.
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        MATURE: A well developed wine that has reached the full potential of its flavour

      

      

      

      “Je t’aime, Maman. See you in three weeks.”

      I wave at my mother’s image on the screen. She’s stretched out on a lawn chair with her usual bowl of cherries in hand.

      She looks more like her old self than she has since the funeral, but I know the lines in her face are always going to be deeper. She’s in the process of convincing Grand-père to move out to the winery, and it isn’t going well. I know the thought of him wandering the halls of the chateau by himself haunts her days, and her days are busy enough.

      She dove headfirst into her work at the winery after all Grand-mère’s affairs got sorted out. She may still be a ‘French princess,’ as Monroe once called her, but she’s becoming more of a farm woman by the day. I know it’s a transformation she’s making for her own sake. We’re both done living someone else’s life.

      We’re also both so busy the earliest she could book a trip to Canada is at the very end of the summer. I’m the last person in the world who could ever begrudge her delaying a visit, but I wish she were coming sooner.

      There’s someone I want her to meet.

      “We’re going to be late,” Monroe complains, coming out of the bathroom with her dress unzipped and her head tilted to the side as she tries to put in one of her earrings.

      I toss my phone aside and get up off the couch, moving to zip up her dress without being asked. Truthfully, I’d much rather be pulling it off. She looks beautiful tonight, with her hair curled into some sort of vintage style and her curves sheathed by a royal blue dress.

      “They’re my employees,” I point out. “I’m the one who should be worried about being late.”

      She shoos me off so she can go find her other earring.

      “I want to make a good impression too!” she calls from the bathroom.

      There are traces of her all over the condo now. She keeps a toothbrush by the sink and a stack of clothes in one of my dresser drawers. She’s helped me pick art for my walls, and she even convinced me to let her stock the fridge with a couple packs of craft beer. Some of her books clutter my side tables, and there are empty spaces on my shelves left by the titles she’s taken home with her.

      “You can keep trying to trick me into reading Beowulf,” I joke, picking the Penguin Classics edition up from where she’s sneakily replaced the book I was working on with it. “It’s still not going to work.”

      She joins me in the room again, all ready to go, and grimaces as I put the epic poem back down.

      “I still can’t believe you went to Cambridge and you’ve never read Beowulf. I’m ashamed to be dating you.”

      I’ve actually been meaning to read it for a while, but she’s so cute when she scowls.

      “Shall we?” I offer her my arm and lead her to the door. She grabs the flowers on the way out, and I grab the wine. We lavish our goodbyes on Madame Bovary like the good human servants we are and leave her working her way through a handful of morbidly expensive organic dog treats.

      The ride I ordered is waiting for us out on the curb, and I whisper the words I know Monroe’s been waiting for just as she’s getting in. “You look ravissant tonight.”

      She shivers.

      The address is out in Villeray. We pull up in front of a little red brick house with white trim and a thirsty looking front lawn scattered with children’s toys. We haven’t even made it all the way up the front steps when the door flies open and Bento steps out.

      I’ve never seen him without his Frango Tango uniform. He’s wearing jeans and a polo shirt, stubble shading his usually clean-shaven face, and he’s beaming at us like we’re long lost friends.

      “Boss!” he calls out, stepping forward to shake my hand. “You are so very welcome, and, linda dama, you are even more welcome than him.”

      He presses Monroe’s hand as she laughs at the Portuguese compliment. I’ve never seen him this at ease before, never gotten a look at what he keeps under the mask of professionalism I seem to make all my staff feel they need to wear. I’ve known him for years. He was one of the first employees I ever hired, and I hardly recognize him as he shows us around his home and introduces his family.

      What I do recognize is the look in his eyes as we settle down for dinner. I see pride there—pride for all he’s managed to build and provide—but I also see gratitude, and it’s directed at me.

      I’ve been doing my best to spend more time getting to know my staff. Monroe has shown me that a team works better when they’re just that: a team. You can’t be strangers with your teammates.

      I’ve also been doing my best to keep my promises to Monroe, the ones I made about finally being myself, about living my life and not an idea of what I think my life must be. I put all that distance between my employees and I because I thought that’s what it took to succeed. I put all my focus on power and not enough of it on the people I had power over.

      Tonight is about proving just how different things are now, to Monroe and Bento, and also to myself.

      I never knew how much the chance I took on Bento meant to him. His English and French were rudimentary when he arrived in Canada. He could barely fill out an application form, never mind secure an interview, and there was no one willing to help. He was going hungry by the time he got his first pay cheque from me.

      I didn’t know any of that when I hired him. All I knew was that I didn’t need someone who could talk the customers’ ears off; I just needed someone who could make good chicken. It didn’t even occur to me to ask about his life. He was a tool in my kit, a step in my plan.

      I wasn’t someone who deserves the toast he raises in my name tonight, but I hope I’m becoming worthy.

      I hope I’m becoming worthy of the woman at my side.

      Bento seems to have made the evening into a grand affair; there are nearly a dozen people crammed at the table, and there’s still far too much food for us all. I eat until I’m more full than I’ve been in my life, and then Bento piles another load onto my plate and makes me eat some more. It helps that everything tastes like someone beamed it down here from heaven.

      “We are so not having sex tonight,” Monroe mumbles just loud enough for me to hear as we’re all settling into the living room once the meal is finally done. “Or doing any physical activity at all. I’m going to need at least a week to digest.”

      “I think I’m full enough that I’m not even going to try changing your mind.”

      We sag on the couch like oversized slugs while Bento flits through the room, somehow as agile as ever as he hands out wine glasses and pours the red I brought.

      “This is from France?” he questions, inspecting the label.

      “From one of my family’s wineries,” I answer.

      There’s no way to say that without sounding like a complete tool, but Bento just inspects the bottle with eager interest.

      “What should we toast this time?” he asks after pouring his own glass.

      I look around the room, at the kids curled up by their parents’ feet and at Bento’s arm around his wife. I look at Monroe, sitting there without her shoes on, her hands wrapped around her wine glass and her thigh pressed up against mine.

      “To more,” I offer. “To more of this.”

      Bento lifts his glass. “To more of this!”

      The words echo around the room, and as I take a sip of the rich, ripe flavour, letting it play across my senses like a song before I swallow it down, I know that no other victory will ever taste as good as this.
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        BRILLIANT: A descriptor used to indicate an exceptionally pure and clear sparkling wine

      

      

      

      The first tile peels off the bathroom wall like a flake of dead skin. Zach and Dylan start cheering.

      “Why is that so fucking satisfying?” Dylan jokes as the worker continues chipping away.

      “Because those tiles were probably a health hazard. How long do you think they’ve been there?” Zach replies.

      I shudder at the thought. “I don’t want to know. Let’s leave these guys to work in peace.”

      Zach and Dylan wanted to stay on as investors even after I got the property for free. I have to look at the legal evidence every single day to actually believe Taverne Toulouse is mine, but there’s still a lot of money that needs to be poured into this place before it will live up to my plans. I doubt it would have been possible to move ahead without Zach and Dylan’s help.

      We’ll be closed for at least three months, which means the staff are still taking a hard hit despite all my best efforts to keep everyone employed. Almost all of them are working other jobs now, but they know they’ll have a place here if they decide to come back.

      That was the hardest part of making the decision to close for so long. Telling the staff that I’d saved the bar only to announce they wouldn’t be getting pay cheques for the foreseeable future was enough to make me question whether we really needed the renovations, but Julien helped remind me that this isn’t just about what’s best for everyone else.

      I’m allowed to have a dream too, and this is my chance to go after it.

      “I have something I want to ask you guys,” I announce once the three of us are all crammed into my office.

      It’s an even tighter fit than usual. This has become the dumping ground for anything we especially don’t want to get covered in dust or paint. All our cheesy Taverne Toulouse slogan posters are leaned up against the wall, and my ‘Please Don’t Do Coke In the Bathroom’ sign has found a temporary home hung above my desk.

      Part of the renovation plan includes turning this closet back into an actual closet. All the storage strategies I’ve been daydreaming about for years are finally coming to life. We’re going to have room for a real—albeit tiny—office.

      Zach and Dylan are practically sitting in each other’s laps as they face me. I bite back a laugh; we have serious business shit to discuss.

      “It’s occurred to me that I cannot both own and manage this bar.”

      The two of them share a look.

      “Okay,” I admit, reading their expressions. “It’s occurred to me that I cannot reasonably both own and manage this bar, even though we all know I’m likely to try.”

      Dylan laughs. “That’s more like it.”

      “I want this place to be the best it can be, and you two have more than shown that you’re ready to step up to the plate. I know it’s not typical for a place this small, but I was thinking we could have one front of house manager and one for the back—”

      “You’re asking us to be managers?” Dylan interrupts, staring at me like I’ve just told him I want a kitten to run the place.

      “Well, yes, that was the intention. Do you not...want to?”

      “Want to? Of course I want to! This place is like my second home, but...I mean it’s one thing to make me a cook, but a manager? You know about my...my past, and—”

      “And it’s never affected your work before now. Do you think that’s likely to change?”

      He shakes his head, a fierceness coming into his eyes. “Never. I’m never going back. I just don’t want people to think less of you or your business.”

      “If anyone thinks less of me for making you a manager, Dylan, then quite frankly, they can take their opinion and shove it up their ass.”

      He grins at me. “You know I’m gonna quote you on that.”

      “I’m counting on it.” I smile back at him. “Can I count on you?”

      “Abso-fucking-lutely. What do you need me to sign?”

      He grabs a pen off my desk and brandishes it like a sword he’s ready to stab through any contract I throw at him. I applaud his enthusiasm and then turn to Zach, who’s been keeping quiet.

      “What about you, Zach? I’ll even throw in a fancy plated name tag if you want.”

      He indulges me with a laugh. “It means a lot that you’re asking, Monroe, and I wish I could say yes, but I’ve actually been meaning to tell you that once we open up again, I’d like to go down to part time—if you’ll still have me as an employee, that is. Is it weird if I’m a bartender and an investor too?”

      “Kind of,” I admit, “but do you really think I would fire you, Zach?”

      He strokes his farmer beard. “I don’t know. You’re kind of on the warpath these days. I wouldn’t want to get in your way.”

      “Yeah, you were a BAMF before, but now you’re like a badass BAMF,” Dylan adds.

      “The ‘BA’ stands for badass,” I remind him. “That’s redundant.”

      “And she’s still a stickler for grammar,” Zach teases.

      “Why part time?” I question him. “If you don’t mind me asking.”

      “Like I said before, my ecommerce stuff is picking up, and I want to devote more time to it, but I’d miss this place too much if I quit completely.”

      ‘This place,’ my ass. I’ve got a suspicion it’s more than just ‘this place’ he’s staying for.

      “I can’t lose one of my best closers,” I assure him. “So I guess that makes you the sole candidate for manager, Dylan.”

      After I’ve shooed them both out of my office, I put in another couple hours at the desk before my designer shows up and we head off to do a brainstorming session over coffee. Orchestrating a huge renovation project is a far cry from chasing drunks out after last call. I spend most days convinced everyone can tell I’m in way over my head, but I’m learning more by the day, and I think I’ve got a shot at landing this freefall on my feet.

      I get home in time to have dinner at a reasonable hour. I reply to a text from Roxanne while simultaneously trying to shove noodles in my face. We’re planning our first double date with the guys, which is going to be hilarious since Cole is not a double date kind of guy. We’re being nice enough to take them out to a rock concert instead of torturing Cole with something like brunch.

      I’m about to text Julien and let him know we’ve confirmed the details when a call from an unknown number pops up.

      “Hello?”

      “Allô, Madame Monroe?” a man’s voice asks.

      “Speaking.”

      “I need to tell you that there seems to be a bit of a mix up with the delivery of the tiles you ordered from our company...”

      His tone suggests he expects me to begin screaming at him, but as he goes on to explain the situation, I just start to laugh.

      “Is this, um, a problem?” he asks, probably wondering if he’s talking to a crazy person.

      “Oh, it’s a problem,” I reply. “It’s a pretty big problem, but I’ll get it sorted, and I’ll be in touch about a refund too.”

      I add just a hint of menace to my last few words before ending the call. After that, I dial Julien’s number.

      “My darling, sweetest, most precious love,” I greet him.

      He sees straight through me. “What do you want?”

      “Are you busy right now?”

      He lets out a resigned chuckle. “Why do I get the feeling you’re not asking that in a sexy way?”

      “Because I’m not,” I chime. “I need you to come help me move several hundred pounds of tiles off the sidewalk.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “What is it with delivery companies in Montreal being totally incompetent?” Julien complains, straining under the weight of the box in his arms.

      “It seems to be a recurring issue,” I agree.

      For the second time in our lives, Julien and I are carting packages of tiles into a bar after they’ve been unceremoniously dumped on the sidewalk of Avenue Mont-Royal at night.

      “This was the last load?” he asks.

      “Mhmm.”

      I wheel the dolly away after he’s got the last box off and tuck it away in a corner. Taverne Toulouse is an all-out construction zone. Buckets, boxes, ladders, and tools cover every available surface, and big white plastic sheets are stretched over the bar and parts of the floor.

      “I spend so much time envisioning what this place will look like,” I muse, “but when I’m actually here, it’s so hard to see it.”

      This is supposed to be the part of my life where my dreams come true, where the hopes and fantasies I always felt so guilty about finally appear in front of me and make me realize I never had to feel guilty at all. This is what I’m supposed to be doing. This is the life I’m meant to lead. I know the hard work is far from done, that it probably won’t ever be done; that’s not what’s been bothering me.

      I just wish this all felt more real, that I didn’t wake up sometimes and feel like an imposter in my own skin as I wonder just how the hell this actually worked out.

      Julien walks over to stand by my side.

      “It’s going to happen,” he assures me. “Maybe you can’t see it, but I can.”

      Just like always, he seems to know exactly what I need to hear to make all my worries go away.

      “Does it look like it’s turning a profit?”

      He throws his head back and laughs, the sound bouncing off the bare walls of the room.

      “It does. I’m looking at the grand opening right now.”

      “Oh?” I prompt.

      “Oui. Some famous band is playing. People are popping champagne.” He spreads his hand out in front of him, inviting me to envision the same thing.

      “I don’t know if I would allow that,” I chide. “It might damage my expensive lights.”

      He puts a finger on my lips. “Shhh. It’s a grand opening. There’s champagne, okay?”

      I smile against his finger.

      “There’s also dancing,” he adds.

      “Dancing?”

      He steps in front of me and places his hands on my hips. “Yes. Dancing. We’re dancing.”

      “Oh we are, are we?”

      He pulls me tight to his chest. One arm snakes around the back of my waist to press me even closer to him while the other reaches up to tuck my head under his chin. He starts to sway.

      “We’re dancing just like this.”

      “I guess I’m okay with that.”

      There’s no music, but we move to the same rhythm, twisting in time with one another as we criss-cross over the dusty floor.

      “I asked you something the day we met,” he murmurs into my hair, “and you never answered.”

      “What did you ask?”

      “I asked you to tell me what kind of person I am.”

      I lift my head from his chest and tilt it back to look at him. Our movements slow until we’re still.

      “There’s this quote by Charles Dickens,” I begin, pausing to let him laugh at how predictable I am. “It goes like this: ‘Every human creature is constituted to be that profound secret and mystery to every other.’”

      His hand strokes my back, his eyes catching the dim light of the room as he waits for me to go on.

      “I will never know everything about you, Julien Valois, and you will never know everything about me, but I plan to spend a very long time continuing to figure you out.” I lay my palms just under his shoulders. “What I do know is that I am completely in love with every piece of you I’ve seen so far. You aren’t a perfect person. You have flaws. We both have a hell of a lot of flaws, but every day, I see you working to find yours and fight them. Your weaknesses don’t own you, and I know you won’t believe me when I say this, but I don’t think they ever did—not completely. I don’t think anything could hold you, not once you’ve decided to shake off its grip. I look at you, and I see...I see something to believe in.”

      He takes my face in his hands, stroking my cheeks like I’m made of petals he’s being careful not to crush.

      I’m not worried. He won’t break me.

      “You are a profound secret and mystery, Monroe,” he says solemnly, “and there is nothing I believe in more than you.”

      He starts to sway again. We dance around the empty bar to the rhythm of the city outside, the streetlights spilling through the window and kissing our skin with their pale orange glow.
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      Thank you so much for picking up a copy of The Bar Next Door! It means the world to me to have you as a reader.

      

      Fun Fact: The Bar Next Door is an indie book, meaning it was published independently by the author. Indie publishing is an awesome thing that allows more writers to get their work out into the world and more readers to find the kind of books they love.

      

      Here’s how you can help ensure your fave indie authors are able to serve up new stories for years to come:

      

      Step one: obtain indie books in a legal manner. Step two: take a minute out of your day to drop a quick review. Reviews are the LIFE BLOOD of an indie author, and just typing a simple “I liked it!” is it all it takes to straight up SAVE AN AUTHOR’S CAREER (which means more books for you!)

      

      On behalf of all indies, THANK YOU for your support!

      

      -Katia

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Up next

          

          Your Rhythm

        

      

    

    
      
        
        You know what they say: save a snare, bang a drummer.

      

        

      
        Kay Fischer is well aware of what they say, and she intends to ignore it completely.

      

        

      
        After her first step into the world of music journalism ended with a screw-up so royal it deserved a crown, Kay’s been struggling to re-stack the building blocks of her career. Enter Sherbrooke Station, the latest alt-rock craze to grace Montreal’s legendary music scene.

      

        

      
        A front page feature on the band everyone’s talking about seems like a foolproof shot at success, even after Kay meets their drummer. Matt Pearson might have a smile sexy enough to be the eighth deadly sin and a passion for music so powerful it makes her heart ache, but Kay’s got things under control.

      

        

      
        She’s a professional, goddammit, and a professional would not get tongue-tied over a source.

      

        

      
        A professional would not find herself opening her door at an hour long past midnight to pull said source inside and lead him to her bed.

      

        

      
        No, that’s not at all what a professional would do.

      

      

      

      Read on for a free excerpt from Katia Rose’s next romantic comedy.
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            Fader || The Temper Trap

          

          KAY

        

      

    

    
      I might as well be in the Yukon.

      Winter turns Montreal’s downtown core into a series of giant wind tunnels, icy air blowing in from the Fleuve St-Laurent and shooting up the streets to hit you like a slap in the face every time your path intersects with an eastward facing intersection. Combined with a snowstorm like the one going on today, it feels more like I’m traversing the arctic, not walking to work in one of the most populated cities in Canada.

      Most of my route runs along the RÉSO, the network of underground tunnels Montrealers burrow themselves into to get around downtown in the colder months, but I have to walk the last few blocks up on street level.

      “Which wouldn’t be so bad,” I mutter to myself, hoping my breath will help warm my face where it’s already buried under a scarf, “if there wasn’t a pile of FUCKING SNOW stuck down the side of my FUCKING BOOT and freezing my WHOLE FUCKING LEG OFF.”

      I swear a lot when I’m cold.

      When I finally make it into the lobby of my building, I have to take a few minutes to unravel enough layers that I no longer look like a walking, talking, profanity-spewing snowball. I pull my fogged up glasses off and wipe them on my scarf.

      After an elevator ride during which the thaw begins and my boots start dripping all over the salt-stained carpet, I walk into the office of the Montreal newspaper La Gare. I reluctantly peel off the rest of my outdoor stuff before swapping my boots for the pair of Keds I keep in my cubby. That’s a Canadian winter for you: an office full of grown adults has a cubby shelf to hold all our indoor shoes.

      I wave to a few people on my way to my desk but don’t say anything. I’m pretty sure I wouldn’t manage more than grumbling, “Fuck everything,” if I did. I’m just starting up my computer when an arm reaches over my shoulder to place a steaming takeaway cup down on my desk.

      “Comment ça va, princesse de la neige?” asks Pierre, stepping away to set his own cup down on his desk a few feet away.

      ‘What’s up, Snow Princess?’ is a typical greeting from him. I respond with one of my own.

      “Fuck everything.”

      He just laughs, popping the lid off his coffee to blow on it before taking a sip.

      “Ah, ben là, you Torontonians are so soft,” he chuckles. “It’s not even that cold today. You should be used to it by now.”

      “First off, I’m from Hamilton, not Toronto. Different city. Secondly, just because I’m used to it doesn’t mean I have to enjoy it.”

      “A few months ago you told me you like the cold.”

      “I told you I like the crisp air of autumn. There’s a difference.”

      Pierre pulls his chair out and takes a seat.

      “Torontonian,” he teases.

      “Hamiltonian,” I insist.

      I pry my cup open and the sugary scent of French vanilla wafts up to meet me. I have an unfortunate weakness for girly drinks when it comes to coffee.

      “Thanks, by the way.”

      I lift the drink up towards Pierre and we mime clinking our cups together before settling down to work.

      Pierre has grown to fill the role of my Work Husband in the five months I’ve been at La Gare. He likes to deny it, but the bald patch creeping up the back of his head proves he’s about ten years older than me. I’ll admit he’s going to be a total silver fox one day, but things have only ever been platonic between us. We bonded as much over the fact that our desks are right beside each other as we did over being the only people here under forty-five.

      La Gare is one of those newspapers you get for free out of stands next to bus stops or from the hands of someone in a vest aggressively thrusting a copy at you as you make a mad dash for the Metro. I don’t think they’ve updated their logo or their office decor since the 1980s, and I’m pretty sure most of the staff has been here that long too. It’s not exactly the pinnacle of journalistic achievement to be writing for them and the pay is absolute shit, but I’m lucky to have gotten it after losing my last job.

      I write the Arts and Culture section. Pierre told me it took my predecessor literally dying of old age before they decided to hire someone new. Monday to Friday, I have a page to fill at the back of the paper.

      I spend the next hour gathering some research before Marie-France, our chief editor, marches over to my desk. She’s short and squat and has a habit of wearing Hillary Clinton-esque pantsuits.

      “Kay,” she begins, “I have quelque chose for you. It’s an interview. I scheduled you to meet with Ace Turner today.”

      I blink at her. “And Ace Turner is...?”

      “Vraiment, Kay?” Pierre butts in. “Even I know who Ace Turner is, and I’m not even a music freak like you. He’s the front man for Sherbrooke Station.”

      “Ugh, them?” I groan, turning back to Marie-France. “Do I have to?”

      I see her fight to keep the smile off her pursed lips.

      “Ouais, Kay. You have to. I emailed you the details. It’s at seven.”

      She struts away, swinging her arms like a drill-sergeant as she goes.

      “Awesome,” I mutter to myself. “That’s really convenient timing. Let’s just extend Kay’s work day for as long as possible, why don’t we?”

      “If you wanted a nine to five job, you really picked the wrong field,” Pierre chides.

      “I have another interview at eight in the morning tomorrow,” I shoot back. “I don’t want to spend my evening listening to the latest Tumblr craze give me a few half-assed answers I could have predicted myself. It already takes me almost an hour to get back to fucking Verdun every night.”

      “Well that’s your fault for living in fucking Verdun.”

      I glare at him. “How does Marie-France even know who Sherbrooke Station is?”

      “Everyone in Montreal knows who Sherbrooke Station is. What do you have against them, anyways? I think they’re pretty good.”

      I stare out the window at the snowflakes getting pulverized by drafts of frigid air, trying to come up with an explanation for why I can’t stand the band nobody seems to be able to stop talking about.

      “They seem so...synthetic,” I attempt. “It’s like Atlas Records decided to just pull a band together based on the current trends in male sexiness. It’s like they’re too cool, you know?  It just bugs me.”

      Pierre stares at me like I’m crazy and I don’t blame him. I can’t deny their songs are good, for now at least, but experience shows that anyone who signs with Atlas is usually on the brink of selling out and losing any trace of originality.

      I could be biased, given my history with the record label, but something about the dishevelled haircuts and sculpted, tattooed arms of the absurdly hot guys who make up Sherbrooke Station still pisses me off whenever I see them pop up in my news feed.

      “Her name was Alexandra but I met her in Sofia...”

      “Oh my god, Pierre, please no.”

      It’s no use. He spends the next five minutes humming the tune of their hit song ‘Sofia’ as I throw balled up sticky notes at him from my desk.
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      If I have to spend my evening working instead of sitting at home defrosting dinner in the microwave—while defrosting my feet in front of a heater—then at least I get to do it at Sapin Noir.

      The microbrewery is one of the best places to hang out in the Mile End, a neighbourhood known for having the highest per capita of vintage shops and painfully trendy, unemployed hipsters in a city full of both. It’s a bit out of the way as far as Montreal nightlife goes, but since it opened last summer people have been bypassing the usual haunts to come mingle in its moody, stone-walled alcoves. Around midnight it turns into more of a dance club and they even have bands come play on the weekends.

      I take the metro over after work and get there just before seven. The place is dead at this time of day, which is probably why we’re meeting here. It’s Thursday night though, so things should be picking up soon. I doubt we’d even be able to hear each other over the noise if we were meeting an hour later.

      I spend the first ten minutes hovering near the door before I decide to just go ahead and order myself a beer.

      “Quelque chose pour toi?” the tattooed woman behind the bar asks.

      “Ouais,” I answer in choppy French, “une bouteille de la rousse, s’il vous plait.”

      I sound like I’m gargling marbles when I try to use French, and most people just start speaking English to me after a few sentences, but I think it’s polite to at least make a stab at it.

      She hands me a bottle of Sapin Noir’s red brew and I claim one of the tables with two high leather stools, tucked into a corner where I can keep an eye on the door.

      I’m still keeping an eye on the door forty-five minutes later when I’m at the bottom of my beer and Ace Turner has yet to show up. The bar has filled with twenty-somethings in various levels of outdoor clothing, pressing themselves against the bar and crowding around tables like mine. I know if I get up to grab another bottle I’ll be forfeiting my seat, but I have a feeling Mr. Turner’s going to pull a dick rock star move and not show at all. I decide that since I’m here I might as well make a night of it.

      I inch my way up to the bar, dodging around guys with man buns and girls with undercuts in strategically ripped band shirts and jeans. I even spot a Sherbrooke Station tank top, knotted at the midriff of a brunette bombshell to show off her belly button piercing.

      After some manoeuvring, I manage to get myself a second beer and retreat back to the edge of the room. I’m halfway through my drink when a blond guy who looks like he belongs more on a surfboard than in a Montreal winter sidles up and introduces himself.

      “I’m Eric,” he begins, almost shouting over the noise, “and I’m going to be really unoriginal and ask if you come here often?”

      I give a shrug and then try to drop him some serious hints that I’m not up for flirting. He’s actually pretty hot, but California Dream Boy isn’t the look I go for. Unfortunately, Eric doesn’t get the message. He takes up residence next to me and proceeds to spend a solid half hour yelling small talk into my ear.

      I’ll never admit it to anyone, but I’m a total lightweight and the drinks are starting to take their toll. I contribute a sluggish word or two to the conversation, but I keep getting distracted and glancing around the bar.

      “Kay! Is anyone here named Kay? Kay Fischer?”

      It takes me a moment to realize that the tall guy barrelling through the room and peering over everyone’s heads is calling my name.

      “That’s me,” I say slowly, cutting Eric off. “I’m Kay.”

      Eric narrows his eyes. “Is that your boyfriend?”

      It takes me minute to understand what he’s saying before I remember the actual reason I’m here.

      “That’s not Ace Turner,” I mutter, more to myself than to him.

      “What?” Eric shouts. “Is that guy your boyfriend?”

      “No,” I deadpan, the alcohol getting the better of me, “he’s my sperm donor.”

      Eric does a literal double-take and almost loses his grip on his beer, making me burst into a fit of laughter.

      “He’s my interview,” I try to explain through the unrelenting wave of giggles. “I’m a journalist. I’m here to interview him.”

      “You know it’s okay if you’ve got a boyfriend,” he huffs. “You don’t have to lie to me.”

      I’m starting to slide down the wall I’m laughing so hard now. I know I’m being an asshole, but I can’t stop. Eric seems very unimpressed.

      “Well goodbye, I guess. Have a nice evening.”

      He storms away before I can even pull myself together enough to respond. I take a minute to get my shit in order before scanning the room for the guy calling my name. I spot him standing at the far end of the bar, ordering a drink.

      The sight clears my head enough for me to remember that I should be pissed at this guy. I recognize him from the research I did on the band this afternoon; he’s Matt Pearson, their drummer. It looks like after making me wait nearly two hours without any kind of explanation, Sherbrooke Station couldn’t even bother to send the right member, and the one they did send doesn’t seem too perturbed about not being able to find me.

      I hold my mostly empty beer up against my chest and push my way through the crowd, trying not to stumble as I do.

      I am such a lightweight.

      Matt’s still propped against the edge of the bar when I reach him. The crowd is thinner over here and I get a good look at him from a few feet away: sandy undercut hair and an angular face, softened by full lips and just the right amount of stubble. He’s got the perfect features to pull off his eyebrow piercing, and while they’re currently covered by a navy blue coat, all my internet stalking has proved he’s got the perfect arms to pull off the collection of tattoos on both.

      Eric the Surfer might have been hot in a general sense, but Matt Pearson is one hundred percent my type.

      Did I just admit someone in Sherbrooke Station is my type?

      “Hey,” I call sharply, hoping I can help myself deny that little revelation by acting annoyed with him. “Giving up that easy?”

      He gives me a cautious glance and then shifts his eyes from side to side, like he’s making sure I’m really talking to him.

      “On looking for me,” I elaborate. “I’m Kay Fischer.”

      Now his dark eyes travel up and down the length of me in a completely unapologetic stare. He smirks when they reach mine again.

      “I thought you left,” he says evenly. “And I wouldn’t count shouting your name in a crowded bar for a solid ten minutes as giving up easy. Besides”—he lifts a finger to point at my beer—“you look like you gave up too.”

      “Well I’m still here two hours after I was supposed to meet Ace.”

      “And kind of the worse for wear,” Matt chuckles. “You’re swaying on your feet.”

      “I am not!” I retort, as I realize I’m doing exactly that. “I just like this song.”

      Matt’s eyebrows rise. “Really? Well thanks for the compliment.”

      I pause to listen for a second and realize they’re blasting ‘Sofia’ through the bar.

      I am an idiot.

      “You’re not Ace Turner,” I accuse, changing the subject as fast as I can.

      “Keen observation.” I watch his features darken. “Ace...couldn’t make it. I came instead.”

      “Thanks for letting me know about that two hours ago.”

      “Sorry,” he concedes. “Ace is...forgetful. I know it’s late, but we can still do the interview if you want. I’m assuming you know who I am?”

      Now it’s me raising my eyebrows. “Do you assume that about most people?”

      He smirks again. “Just people who like my songs.”

      I choose to ignore that comment.

      “Let’s get this over with. Follow me.”

      I turn and do my best not to trip over my own feet as I lurch towards the bathrooms at the very back of the room. I don’t even check to see if Matt is behind me, but his confused voice shouting over the music confirms he’s just a step away.

      “Look, I know it’s loud, but isn’t interviewing me in a bathroom kind of extreme? We can go somewhere else.”

      “You’ve got that beer to finish,” I explain, “and I want to get home as soon as possible, so we’re going up here.”

      Tucked into an alcove next to the bathroom is the staircase that leads up to Sapin Noir’s terrace. The word for patio is so prevalent in Montreal, even born and bred Ontarians like me always say it the French way.

      Matt points to the ‘Fermé pour la saison’ sign chained across the stairwell.

      “I don’t know how great your French is,” he tells me, quieter now that we’re far away from all the speakers, “but this means ‘closed for the season.’”

      I scrunch up my nose, another one of Tipsy Kay’s habits.

      “I know that. We’re just using the staircase, anyways. Come on.”

      I set my beer down a few stairs up and duck under the sign. Everything’s going fine until I try to straighten up on the other side and start to tip backwards down the stairs again.

      “Easy there, ninja.”

      One of Matt’s hands comes to rest on the small of my back while the other grabs my arm, holding me upright until I can catch my balance.

      “Real stealthy,” he jokes.

      His hand’s still pressing into my back.

      “I’m good now,” I tell him, reaching for my bottle and then continuing up the stairs. “You coming?”

      We take a seat on a step about halfway up. Our faces are masked by shadow, with only the dim glow at the foot of the stairs shedding any light on us. The metal in Matt’s eyebrow glints, and the sudden intimacy of the moment strikes me. I can hear him breathing, feel the vibrations of his knee bouncing up and down just an inch away from mine on the narrow step.

      “So,” he begins, voice pitched low, “what do you want to know?”

      I try to speak, and end up having to swallow and clear my throat before I do.

      “Let’s start with how you got your name.”

      “Well that’s an easy one. On the day I was born—”

      “The band’s name.”

      He laughs, and away from all the noise downstairs, I realize how deep and full the sound is.

      “I know. Just thought you might be curious.”

      “I’m curious about how fast we can finish this interview so I can finally get home to bed. Also, do you mind if I start recording now?”

      “Be my guest.”

      I pull my phone out and fidget with it for a minute until I get the recording going, then set it down on the step between us.

      “So, the band’s name?” I prompt.

      “Right. JP, our keyboardist, has an uncle who runs a big realty firm out of a house next to Sherbrooke Station. Back when we were students living with a million roommates and needed somewhere to practice, JP snagged us the house’s basement as a spot. We could do whatever we wanted with the place, as long as we didn’t make noise when the firm was working. We all sent each other so many ‘I’ll meet you at Sherbrooke Station’ texts that it just seemed to fit.”

      “Very DIY,” I comment. “So tell me more about the rest of the band. JP’s the only French Canadian, right?”

      Matt chuckles. “Oh yeah, very much so. He’s about as francophone as they come. His full name is Jean-Paul Marc Joseph Bouchard-Guindon. I said he’s our keyboardist, but really he’s also our xylophonist/harmonica-ist/whatever new instrument he just found in a yard sale-ist. He can play pretty much anything that makes noise.”

      “And your bassist is Cole Byrne?”

      “Our resident Man of Mystery. You’re lucky you didn’t have to end up interviewing him. He lets his bass do most of his talking for him.”

      I nod. “And then there’s Ace Turner.”

      Matt’s knee stops bouncing and the tendons in his forearms stand out as he squeezes his hands into fists.

      “Yeah,” he replies, his voice flat, “and then there’s Ace.”

      My journalist senses are tingling.

      “Nothing to say about him?”

      He glances away from me and lets out a breath.

      “He’s my friend. My best friend. We started the band together. He’s very talented.”

      There’s a finality in his tone I recognize as the sign of a source shutting down. I switch tactics.

      “Your deal with Atlas Records seems to have made a big difference for you guys. Let’s discuss that.”

      He bobs his head, ready to open up again.

      “Everything kind of changed overnight once the record deal came through. We went from surviving on Ramen and prayers to watching our YouTube hits shoot up into the millions.” He stops and laughs to himself.  “I mean, we’re still not living on much more than Ramen, but for weeks it was almost impossible to keep up with all the phone calls. I think things started getting real for me when I saw three different people wearing Sherbrooke Station shirts on the metro one day.”

      For a moment he looks nothing like the suave, fast-talking rock star I walked up to at the bar. There’s something almost childish in his excitement as he tells me about the band’s success. He’s like a kid presenting a science project it took most of the school year to make.

      I can’t help flashing him a grin. “And now you guys are on all the Billboard hit lists and heading off to tour Europe this summer.”

      He smiles back and shrugs. “The shows in Europe aren’t going to be anywhere near as big as what we play in Canada. We’re only just breaking out there, but still, it’s all kind of unreal.”

      “Has it been a hard transition, working with a huge label like Atlas?”

      A few lines form in his forehead, just deep enough for me to notice.

      “It’s had its ups and downs. Atlas is...” He glances at my phone and shakes his head before continuing. “Atlas is a huge label, just like you said. We’re not used to that.”

      Even through the lingering haze of the alcohol, my reporter’s intuition can pick up on the fact that there’s a story here. If I was one beer closer to sober I know I could get the answers I want without him even realizing it, but right now my journalist skills are about as ninja-like as my stair climbing ones. Matt dodges every question I throw at him.

      “Tell me about ‘Sofia,’” I prompt, after I’ve decided to let the subject of Atlas go. “It’s your biggest hit so far. Do you ever get tired of playing it night after night?”

      He scratches his stubble for a moment and then thumbs his bottom lip while he thinks. My own bottom lip starts to drop open as I watch. I snap my head away to stare at the bottom of the staircase instead, before I literally start drooling over him.

      “Back when I was a kid and first started playing,” he answers, “I used to wonder how bands managed not to go insane playing the same songs every night. After my first gig back in high school though, I got it.”

      He sits there, contemplating for long enough that I’m about to ask him to continue before he does it himself.

      “I don’t know if I should be saying this on record, but when I was sixteen me and some of my buddies formed a garage band we called...uh...Well, it was called Chained Souls.”

      “Chained Souls?” I cut in, a snort escaping me.

      “Chained Souls,” he repeats, feigning solemnity before he laughs. “Our songs were as shit as our name, to be honest, but we thought we were going to be the voice of our generation. We went in the local Battle of the Bands. We didn’t make it any farther than the second round and broke up pretty soon after that, but I’ll never forget the feeling of the MC announcing our set. It was totally different from playing Nirvana covers at school talent shows. We were filling silence with a combination of sounds no one else had ever made before.”

      He leans forward and his eyes find mine.

      “Even then, I knew there was a power in that. I knew my voice would never be so loud or so strong as when...when I let it move through my fingers and make itself heard on my drums.”

      Great. He’s a fucking poet.

      Something stirs in me as we spend the next few seconds staring at each other. Sometimes I get so wrapped up in the long hours and rushing around, I forget why I ever wanted to be a journalist in the first place. Right now the answer is clear, though. That power he’s talking about—I can feel it too. For me, it flows through a pen instead of an instrument, but when I write about a band or a song I really love, I feel like my words have the power to change things.

      I wrap the interview up soon after that. Staring into Matt’s eyes has also put my drool reflexes past the point of control, and I don’t want to embarrass myself any further. Thankfully, the alcohol is waning and it’s not too hard to put a bit of frost in my tone to cover up how entranced I was getting.

      “Sure you don’t want to know how I got my name?” Matt asks. “Off the record?”

      “We can leave that one a mystery. I really do have to get home.”

      I straighten up, tucking my phone into my pocket.

      “Wait, let me see that.”

      He reaches a hand out towards me and I pass him the phone, wondering what he’s up to.

      “There,” he says, handing it back after a moment. “That’s my number, in case you come up with any more questions. Or if you plan on climbing any more stairs tonight. It seems like it might be dangerous for you to do that alone.”

      “Ha ha. Hilarious.”

      I blink as my eyes adjust to the bar lighting once we’ve climbed back down the stairs.

      “Hey, isn’t that the beach boy you were talking to when I came in?”

      Matt steps up beside me and points to where Eric’s chatting up another girl a few feet away.

      I turn to face him. “You noticed me when you came in?”

      I’m surprised to see him look embarrassed for a second. “Yeah. I did.” He glances at the floor, fingers tapping out a staccato rhythm on his thigh. “Anyways, sure you don’t want to go say hi?”

      He lifts the remainder of his beer and drains it, nodding towards Eric as he does.

      “I don’t think that would go well. I told him you were my sperm donor.”

      He splutters for a moment before managing to swallow the beer down, thumping a fist against his chest.

      “It was a joke,” I hurry to add.

      “Thanks for clarifying,” he wheezes.

      “I gotta go now. Thanks for showing up. My boss would have killed me if I didn’t get this story.”

      I give him small smile, turning away as he continues to recover from choking.

      “Kay, wait!”

      I’m halfway across the room when his hand brushes my arm. I turn around and find him staring down at me.

      “Look, I know you’ve got work tomorrow, but do you want to just stay for a—”

      “Excuse me?” We both look over Matt’s shoulder to see the brunette girl with the Sherbrooke Station shirt standing behind him. “I’m really sorry to interrupt, but are you Matt Pearson?”

      “Yeah,” he answers distractedly, “I am.”

      “I know I’m being like, super annoying right now, but I love Sherbrooke Station. Do you think we could maybe get a picture? If you’re not busy?”

      Matt turns back to me, his eyes searching.

      “Like I said,” I tell him, “I’ve gotta go.”
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      I shouldn’t answer the phone.

      I’m late enough as it is, and I’m sure whatever Kyle has to say can wait, but I hit the ‘Accept call’ button and flop down on the spongy second-hand couch in the living room anyways.

      JP, my band mate and co-resident of our two bedroom apartment, left his latest restoration project sitting on one of the cushions and I almost knock it over. I grab the edges of the plastic sheet spread underneath the metal odds and ends and shift them over to the coffee table. From the looks of things he’s trying to solder an antique pencil sharpener to a piece of copper pipe. Our whole apartment is full of half-finished shit like this.

      “Sup, LB?” I ask, as Kyle comes on the line.

      “Not much, BB.”

      LB and BB. Our parents used to make us wear shirts with those letters printed across the chests. They gave me mine the day they brought Kyle home from the hospital, red and screaming and wrapped up in so many blankets you could barely find his wrinkled face in all the fabric.

      “BB stands for big brother,” my mom had explained. She showed me Kyle’s LB shirt. “He’ll grow into this one day and then you can wear them together!”

      And wear them together we did. At every fucking family gathering and photo shoot and summer trip to Florida, we were the dipshits in the matching shirts. I was ten when Kyle was born, so by the time he was old enough to fit in his t-shirt I was well aware that all our cousins were laughing at us, but I still grudgingly pulled the thing on every time my mom tossed it at me and got her camera out.

      Deep down I kind of liked wearing them. Something in me woke up the first time Kyle wrapped his tiny baby fingers around my thumb. He needed me, and I swore I’d always be there for him. Even if it meant giving up on things I wanted, or forgiving things I didn’t want to forgive. I’d always pick him up when he fell. I’d always answer the phone when he called. I’d wear a stupid t-shirt all day at Disneyland if it showed him how much he meant to me.

      That’s what being a brother is.

      I do draw the line at my mom’s request that we haul the shirts out again and recreate some old photos. They’d be crop tops on us now, and I’m not standing outside the fucking park and holding Kyle’s hand with both our midriffs showing. I keep telling my mom I’m a rock star now and can’t handle something like that getting splashed across the band’s Facebook page.

      “Just calling for the sake of it?” I ask Kyle.

      “I need some advice,” he tells me. “We’re doing a project in music class where we have to talk about a musician that has changed our lives.”

      “That’s cool. Why didn’t I get to do cool things like that in music class? All I ever did was learn Christmas carols on the trombone.”

      “They had trombones when you were in school?” He pretends to be shocked. “That was so long ago I thought you were all still sitting around in caves, banging sticks on rocks around a fire.”

      I chuckle. “When did you get so savage, Kyle? High school is making you lose respect for your elders.”

      “You just can’t keep up, old man.”

      “Old man? Watch it, or I’ll kick your ass next time I’m back in Sudbury.”

      “When will that be?” His tough guy act slips and I hear the yearning in his voice. “Are you coming for my March break? Maybe I could come see you in Montreal instead. I have enough saved up to take the bus.”

      My heart jumps into my throat. I haven’t seen him since Christmas. I start mentally flipping through all our upcoming shows and press junkets, trying to find somewhere to squeeze in a last minute trip up north.

      “I’ll be home for Easter,” I offer with a heavy exhale, after realizing that’s the best I can do, “and you know what I told you. As soon as you turn eighteen you can come spend a whole summer out here with me.”

      I glance over at our windowsill, which houses an extensive liquor collection and the dragon-shaped bong JP brought home one day. I might not party as hard as the other guys, but there’s still no way my Montreal life is the kind of environment a ninth grader should be hanging around.

      “That’s years away,” Kyle complains. “Maybe I won’t do my project on you.”

      I blink.

      “Huh?”

      “I was going to do my project on either you or Dave Grohl. I was calling to see if maybe I could ask you some questions for research, but now that you’re being such a cock blocker I guess I won’t give you the honour.”

      I almost choke on the sudden surge of emotion. My little brother just lumped me into the same category as Dave Grohl. My brother, who used to sit on my lap and mess around with my drum kit before he could even walk, has to write about a life changing musician and he thought of me.

      Someone could walk into the apartment right now to tell me Sherbrooke Station just went triple platinum and I wouldn’t feel the same mix of swelling pride and the clanking weight of responsibility that I do right now.

      “Matt?” Kyle prompts, filling what I realize has been a full minute of silence. “You still there?”

      “Yeah.” I swallow, letting my head drop into my hand as I try to keep my voice light. “Cock blocker? Who am I cock blocking you from?”

      “From the Montreal babes! Montreal literally has some of the hottest girls in the world. They’ve done studies.”

      I laugh, glad for a change of subject as I work on pulling myself together.

      “I should probably be concerned about what kind of studies you’re looking into, Kyle,” I warn him, “but you’re not wrong.”

      I picture Kay Fischer crouched beside me on the staircase last night, tucking a lock of hair behind her glasses as she sized me up with those ray gun eyes of hers. I knew the second I saw her in Sapin Noir she was going to mean trouble.

      First off, I’ve always had a thing for girls in glasses, especially girls with faces that make them look like angels of sin.

      I’m pretty sure ‘Angel of Sin’ was the god-awful title of one of our old Chained Souls songs, but it’s the only way I can come up with describing her china doll features and thick brown hair. Combine that with an earful of piercings and the hint of a tattoo, and physically she’s pretty much my dream girl.

      There was more to her than that, though. She just seemed to get it. I’m used to reporters giving me blank stares when I geek out over music the way I did with Kay. Journalists seem to want catchy quotes, not passionate soliloquies, but when I looked at Kay after telling her what drumming means to me, I saw a blazing understanding in her. I wasn’t just spewing words to someone with a microphone; we were sharing a feeling.

      “The girls here are definitely some of the hottest in the world,” I admit to Kyle, “and once you’ve reached the age of legal majority I’ll introduce you to as many as you want.”

      “Cock blocker,” he fumes.

      “For four more years,” I insist, “then I’ll be your wingman.”

      He spends the next few moments grumbling about how unfair the world is before asking if he can start his research on me right now. I pull my phone away from my ear to check the time on the screen. I could sit here talking to him all night, but I’m going to start getting angry texts from the band soon, and usually I’m the one sending those out.

      “I’m really sorry, LB, but I’m already late for rehearsal,” I admit. “How about after school tomorrow?”

      “Yeah, that works.”

      “Alright, I’ll talk to you then. And Kyle?”

      “Yeah?”

      I run a hand over my eyes. “This, uh, this means a lot. You wanting to do this project on me. I promise I’ll do whatever I can to help.”

      We hang up after that and I bolt for the metro, riding the orange line up to Sherbrooke Station and hurrying across the street to our rehearsal space. It’s been snowing all day, and the tips of my fingers are numb by the time I make my way down the outside staircase to the basement.

      The snow must have held the other guys up because only Ace is here, slumped over his guitar on one of the musty couches. He strums a few half-hearted chords as I stomp the snow off my boots and toss my coat down beside him.

      “How was the interview?” he asks, pushing the sand-coloured hair out of his eyes. We look similar enough that most reporters ask if we’re brothers.

      “You mean how was your interview?”

      He shrugs. “I said I was sorry. I forgot.”

      “You’re lucky Shayla didn’t.”

      If our manager hadn’t thought to check up on him and call me in as backup, we would have missed the La Gare interview entirely. I should push him for a better apology, but I let it go. We don’t just look like brothers; we act like them too. After so many years Ace has gotten used to having Big Brother Matt around to bail him out.

      It doesn’t seem to matter that the fucker’s two months older than me and pretty much the face of the band. If there’s a mess to clean up, I’m the guy to call. At this point I just consider it taking one for the team. Sherbrooke Station is worth the hit to my pride that comes with being Ace’s unofficial babysitter.

      Speaking of which, he seems to be having some trouble sitting straight on the couch right now.

      “God Ace, are you drunk? It’s not even six yet.”

      “I’m not fucking drunk, man.”

      As if to prove it, he runs his hands over the frets in a complex flurry of finger-picking that would make even an experienced player’s jaw drop. I’m not impressed, though. I know he could play that thing blind drunk, in the pitch dark, with one hand tied behind his back.

      Lately, he manages at least the first of those three on an almost daily basis.

      After satisfying himself, if not me, he goes to lean on the arm of the couch and misses by a few inches, falling forwards over the neck of his guitar and narrowly saving himself from a face plant.

      “Fucking hell, Ace. You’re pathetic.”

      “Hey,” he chuckles, clearly amused with his lack of depth perception, “at least I’m here.”

      True. At least there’s that.

      The door opens and JP slips into the room, doing the same boot stomping routine as me and letting out a string of expletives like only a born and raised Quebecois can.

      “Osti de câlice de tabarnak! Il fait tellement froid, là! My hands are gonna fucking freeze right off, man.”

      Something about the cold here makes everybody swear more. I don’t think I’ve heard JP go more than three sentences without dropping some kind of profanity since January. Being the band’s little ray of sunshine that he is though, he’s usually got one of his huge-ass JP grins plastered across his face as he cheerfully curses the shit out of everything.

      “It’s March already,” he groans, dusting the snow off the ridiculous trapper hat he’s always wearing. “It’s supposed to be springtime, eh?”

      “You know what they say,” I tell him, “in like a lion, out like a lamb.”

      He gives me a blank stare.

      “Or maybe you don’t know what they say,” I amend. “It’s an expression.”

      He rolls his eyes and mutters, “Anglos. You guys say the weirdest shit.”

      “Where’s Cole?” Ace mutters.

      “Probably hanging around Roxanne’s cafe, as usual,” answers JP.

      I raise an eyebrow. “I thought they called it off again?”

      “Maybe. Who knows?” JP lets out a yawn. “They’re like a broken light switch, those two— always off, always on.”

      “Broken light switch...” Ace mumbles, hands straying across the fret board again.

      “If you’re thinking that’s a good idea for a song,” I tell him, “it’s not.”

      He strums a few sullen notes in answer. JP pulls a ham sandwich out of god knows where. I spend the next few minutes listening to him ‘mmm’ appreciatively after every single bite as Ace continues with his discordant serenade. Cole’s entrance into the room is a welcome interruption.

      “Merde,” he swears, his dark eyes hidden behind fogged up glasses, “that’s a cold one.”

      “As a witch’s teat!” JP shouts around a mouthful of ham.

      I shoot him a look and he returns it with an aloof tilt of his chin.

      “It’s an expression,” he says slowly. “Maybe you don’t know what they say.”

      I just shake my head and tell him he’s an idiot.

      “I won’t deny that, mon gars, I won’t deny that.” JP turns to Cole. “How’s Roxy?”

      Cole grimaces and stomps away to his bass, slinging it over his shoulder before taking a seat in the chair next to me and starting to tune the strings.

      “Trouble in paradise?” I prompt.

      All I get for an answer is a resentful, “Fuck off.”

      I get up from my armchair, sliding my sticks out of my pocket and heading over to the drum kit set up in a corner of the room.

      “Well now that we’re all here,”—I pause to stare pointedly at Ace—“physically, if not mentally, shall we get started?”

      “We don’t have the synth here anymore,” JP complains. “Why are we even here anyways?”

      He waves his hands to indicate the busted up furniture and piles of music paraphernalia crowding the basement. Back in the early days we even recorded our demos here, kitting the place out with acoustic panels and all the second-hand gear we could find.

      Of course, our recent deal with Atlas Records means we’ve now got access to state of the art rehearsal spaces at any hour of the day or night. I like the idea of still having something that’s ours though, even if the other guys give me shit about it.

      “We’re here,” I tell them, “because I don’t like Atlas listening in on us all the time.”

      Cole and JP roll their eyes, and even Ace makes himself coherent enough to bark out a laugh.

      “They’re not Russian spies, you know,” JP lectures me. “You talk about them like they’re out to get us or something. They’re our label. We help them and they help us.”

      “Whatever. I just feel more...creative here, too,” I admit.

      “Don’t mess with Matt’s muses, man,” Cole says to JP.

      I’m pretty sure anyone who didn’t know him well would miss the note of humour in his low voice. Cole Byrne is one of the most intense dudes I know. If he didn’t wear glasses and have a habit of stroking his chin, I’d think he was fighting off the urge to break someone in half every time he stared off into space. As it is, he just looks like he’s contemplating the inner workings of the universe.

      JP picks up on his joke right away.

      “Do you want me to light some candles?” he asks me. “Maybe we could burn some of that incense shit. Gotta keep the mood right for the muses, non?”

      I try to save some face. “Hey, maybe if you all spent less time messing with ‘muses’ we’d actually sound half decent when we played. We haven’t had a good rehearsal in forever. We haven’t even had a rehearsal in forever.”

      “Ça va, ça va. Be chill.” JP pulls off his coat but leaves his hat on as he takes his place at the keyboard. “We don’t play a show for another three weeks, and our shit is still crushing the charts. We can relax for a bit, man. We deserve it.”

      I clench my hands around my sticks so tight they threaten to splinter, swallowing down all the bitter comeback that spring to mind. Lately ‘relaxing’ has been the only thing on any of the guys’ minds.

      “Calm your tits, Matt. We’re fine. You’re giving me a headache,” Ace groans.

      “Actually it would be your descent into alcohol dependency that’s doing that, Ace,” I answer levelly, still standing there like I’m bracing myself for a fistfight.

      He mutters something under his breath and I’m about to ask him to speak up if he has something to say, but Cole cuts in.

      “Agreed. If you’re gonna come to practice, you should at least come to practice sober.”

      As always, Cole’s words seem to hold more weight than anyone else’s. Ace stays quiet, sitting up a bit on the couch and messing around with his tuning pegs.

      “Nous sommes tous corrects, là?” JP’s fingers stray across his keyboard to chime the chorus of our big hit as he asks if we’re all good.

      “Ouais,” Cole answers, with his voice and with his bass. “Let’s do this.”

      We launch into ‘Sofia.’ Ace can’t sing for shit today and misses half the lyrics, but he at least gets enough of the guitar part down to carry us through the song.

      The last few notes haven’t even faded out of the amplifiers before JP pulls a face and mutters, “Ouch.”

      That sums up my feelings right now too, but I want to keep the ball rolling so I pick up the drum intro to the next number on our set list.

      “Come on, let’s go. One— Two— One, two, three, four!”

      We play for half an hour straight, banging out the tunes we all know by heart but never seem to get tired of. Despite the way things have been going, when it comes to music, we’ve always had an unspoken understanding I’m not sure any of us could put into words. It comes out when we play, when we all get so caught up in a song the swell of sound swallows us up like a storm.

      That’s the reason I want to flip out when I see this band slacking; I know we’ve got something too good here to ever take for granted.

      We’ve almost made it halfway through our usual set when we decide to take a break. Everyone might have been freezing their asses off when they got in here, but now we’re all reaching for water and wiping the sweat off our faces.

      “I think,” pants JP, as he pulls off his hat to reveal the dishevelled man bun underneath, “we’re out of synch during the bridge for ‘2 AM.’ I keep missing your queue.”

      “Should we make a secret hand signal?” I joke.

      He starts flashing different gang signs that get more and more idiotic as he goes.

      “Just tell me when you see one you like.”

      “Maybe you should just do that on stage instead of playing,” I tell him.

      “Don’t give him any ideas,” mutters Cole.

      My phone starts to buzz. I don’t recognize the number, but I have a good idea who’s calling. I smother a grin and signal that I have to take it before stepping into the stairway.

      The smile I was trying to hide turns into a full blown smirk when I pick up.

      I knew she’d call me.
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