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            One

         

         Lily

         Whoever wrote the sixties song “Breaking Up Is Hard to Do” didn’t know the half of it. I’ve been living in Breakup Limbo for a year. A quiet town, population: two. Three hundred and sixty-five days of indecision. Each month, I wonder when I’ll find the courage to break up with Kevin, crushing our eleven years together. Each month, my fear and nerves and doubt feed my uncertainty. Then my design partner and boss, Sawyer West, comes to town, and I’m a walking mess.

         We stand back from the takeout counter, Sawyer with his arms crossed, me biting my lip, while we examine the chalkboard menu above. Normally, ordering lunch is a simple affair. I might take a while deciding between a wrap or a salad, sushi or dim sum, but I don’t stare at the menu as if the letters are rearranging themselves.

         That only happens when I’m with Sawyer.

         He squints at the scrawled letters. “I’m obviously getting the Pig Wrap. Chipotle bacon and porchetta were invented for me. You know what you want?”

         You, I should say. I’ll take all six feet, the sandy hair, brown eyes, wide shoulders, and lean body to go. With an extra dimple and sexy smile on the side, please. Unfortunately, my boyfriend might put up a fuss when I show up with my purchase.

         “Can’t decide,” I say. The theme of my life these days.

         A month ago, I dragged Shay and Raven out for a girls’ night. I was desperate to unload my dizzying thoughts about my stagnant relationship with Kevin, and I laid out the details. How we’d grown apart. That I loved him, but wasn’t in love with him. They were the same words I’ve been parroting mentally for a year as I flip through old photos solo, gorge on chocolate, and wonder when we lost what we had. It all seemed clear in that moment. I was sure I’d march home and finally end things with him. But when I got there, he smiled at me from our couch, his nose poking above his book. “Your mom called. I told her I’d drive up north this weekend to help with that charity drive.”

         My resolve plummeted, and anxiety cramped my stomach. He’s a good man, I thought. He loves my family as much as I love his. So I said nothing. I went to sleep alone, the way I often do, my abdomen twisting in discomfort, and when he crawled into bed, we slept with our backs to each other.

         Now Sawyer’s in town from Vancouver, his first visit since that night, and I hate myself a little more for not being strong enough to move on with my life.

         Oblivious to my turmoil, he says, “If you can’t decide what to order, we’ll have to break it down. Pros and cons.” He steps behind me as a group of three squeezes past us to order at the counter. The toes of his shoes touch the heels of my ankle boots.

         “Okay,” I say all breathy, like I’m twenty-six going on sixteen.

         “The Veggie Vixen is off the list for obvious reasons. Portobello mushrooms don’t replace meat. The Napa Wrap could be decent since turkey is your go-to choice. The apple is a plus, and you eat kale like it’s going out of style. But the blue cheese is a deal-breaker.”

         “I like blue cheese.”

         “No, you don’t. No one actually likes something that smells like ass. And the honey-mustard dressing is questionable. If they use that Dijon crap, it’s a hard no.”

         I tilt my head so he can see me roll my eyes, and my hair catches the stubble along his jaw. He brushes the strands away, grazing my ear.

         My IQ joins my belly in a free fall.

         It’s been like this since Aspen, my feelings and attraction to Sawyer growing by the week. The day. The minute. I often pick apart the domino effect that led us together, a string of innocent coincidences: Shay staying in her toxic relationship with her ex, him dumping her, then Raven and I taking her on a girls’ trip to Aspen. If Shay hadn’t skied into Kolton, we wouldn’t have knocked on his hotel door and met his friends. I wouldn’t have looked into Sawyer’s brown eyes as we talked design and clothing for five days, my I have a boyfriend the only thing keeping him at a platonic distance. Now I’m working for his retail chain, while crushing on my boss.

         And I still have my boyfriend.

         Another couple hurries in, the man accidentally brushing us. Sawyer tips forward, into me, and grips my waist to keep from falling. The man apologizes and Sawyer replies, but I don’t hear a thing. I may be wearing a thick pea coat, but I sense each of his fingers—his thumb on my back, his large hand curling around my waist, his index finger touching my ribs. I inhale deeply, and I swear his grip tightens. I’m on my feet, no chance of falling, but he doesn’t let go.

         “Back to the pros and cons,” he says, his voice deep and heavy in my ear. The rest of his playful menu descriptions barely register.

         My life these days is nothing but stacks of pros and cons. Lists upon lists of breakup woe. It’s time I end things with Kevin, but letting go of him is like letting go of everything I’ve ever known: my best friend, my neighbor who chased me around our joined yards tossing dirt at my head. My first kiss. My rock when my grandmother passed. My security when I was away from home for the first time.

         Then there’s Sawyer.

         His lips are by my ear, his hands spanning my waist as he helps me decide what to order, and I’m hazy, almost weightless from his proximity. As though I’m air and he’s light and we’re lost in space. The way he takes advantage of moments like this, touching me, talking close, I wonder if he feels it, too.

         But I’m not available.

         “So, what will it be?” he asks.

         “Sorry, what?”

         He pauses, drops his hands, and steps to the side. No air. No light. Only confusion. “What will it be?” he repeats. “The offensive blue cheese wrap, or the Greek chicken one with the olives and feta?”

         Just like that he flips us back to friends, coworkers, as though I imagined the heat between us. “I’ll get the blue cheese one.”

         As he heads to the counter, he says, “If you’re nice, I’ll let you have a bite of mine when you realize you made the wrong choice.”

         I almost laugh. Almost. He has no clue how badly I want that bite. A lick. A taste. And if he doesn’t feel the same, it will cut deep. But this choice is bigger than my interest in Sawyer. Staying in a loveless relationship isn’t fair to Kevin. To me. We haven’t touched each other intimately in a year. We don’t cuddle anymore. No stolen kisses. No flirtatious games. We’re roommates who are too comfortable to move on. 

         My blood rushes then, a tide of nerves flowing under my skin. The same sensation that resurfaces when I debate leaving Kevin. The need to find a store and buy something becomes all-consuming—to shop, spend, own, covering my unease with purchases, a pattern I try to avoid. But I can’t keep letting my issues control my life. 

         Sawyer turns with our food, and I ignore the warning signs. We remove our coats and sit at the counter. He takes the radish garnish from his plate and sticks it on mine. I give him my pickle.

         After a few bites of his wrap, he says, “This is amazing. How bad is yours?”

         I pick up a piece of fallen blue cheese and make a show of placing it on my tongue. “Delicious.”

         “That’s nasty. But I’m glad my pros-and-cons exercise worked. When I go home and you get stuck making a decision, you should call me. I’ll talk you through it.”

         That would be quite the conversation. “I’m capable of making my own decisions.”

         “Sometimes.”

         “Sometimes?”

         “Sometimes.” He swallows another bite and shrugs. “When it comes to work, you’re a decisive champ. You play around with options until you nail an idea. But when we go out to lunch or you rent a movie—you know, the important, life-altering decisions—you freeze. That’s where I come in.”

         That is where he comes in. Kevin often works late, and I use the time to sketch, sometimes brainstorming with Sawyer. If I plan to watch a movie afterward, we sit on the phone while I scroll through listings, laughing at the options, me unable to decide. His voice fills me with static. Electromagnetic interference. If he were one of the comic book characters he obsesses over, he’d be Captain Distracto.

         Sawyer’s powers are even stronger in person. Since he and Kolton opened their newest Moondog location in Toronto—another coincidence, fate guiding my life—Sawyer flies down from Vancouver monthly to check on the place. We review my sketches, and I try on sample clothing while we swap ideas. I often zone out, wondering how his stubble would feel against my inner thighs.

         Static, static, static.

         Guilt always follows shortly, a stickiness I can’t shake.

         “I don’t trust your taste in movies,” I say. “You only like the Marvel Comics ones.”

         “Because they’re awesome.”

         “Because they’re juvenile.”

         He grins. “Juvenile is awesome, but these days they’re pretty dark and gritty. Also awesome.”

         I lick some sauce from my fingers and glance over to catch him watching me. His gaze lingers on my lips. Without warning he reaches over and brushes his thumb across the corner of my mouth, those beautiful brown eyes turning midnight. His lips part. My pulse rockets. Then he blinks and pulls his hand back, and that slick of guilt returns, my belly a roiling mess. 

         “Just a crumb,” he says to the window in front of him, and picks up his wrap. 

         I should look away, but I can’t. I love how his eyelids slant down at the sides, giving him a lazy look. Relaxed. Laid back. Outside pedestrians battle the wind, hunched forward as they hurry by. Sawyer eats quietly.

         But I’m a tornado.

         If I don’t detach from the comfort and familiarity of my relationship, I’ll spin until I’m too dizzy to stand upright. If I do detach, my shopping might spin out of control, but I can’t keep living like this, can’t stay in a relationship that isn’t right.

         It’s not a choice. It never was. It’s about courage. I’m not in love with Kevin and haven’t been for years. I have to break up with him. Finally. The possibility of being with Sawyer may be a catalyst, but it’s the right thing to do. Even if I’ve imagined the heat between Sawyer and me, I’ll find it with someone else. Another man who creates static and lights up my world. But I have to face Kevin tonight. Not chicken out this time. Not allow our history and my issues to undermine my intent. 

         Suddenly parched, I grab my iced tea and smile at the four straws on our tray—three for me, one for Sawyer. The first time I stuck three straws in my drink in Aspen, he looked at me like I was nuts. I explained I like to get maximum suckage, not realizing how dirty it sounded. He jumped on my faux pas and said, “I’m all for maximum suckage. Minimal suckage can be unsatisfying.”

         After a morning of skiing, the two of us went for an early lunch, one of the few times we were alone on that trip. Being with Kevin, I wasn’t the type to enjoy harmless flirting with other men. I’d always excuse myself from an awkward conversation or clam up, but something about Sawyer was different. His unapologetic humor. The way we could spend hours talking about the cuts of ski jackets and fabric trends. How I couldn’t stop imagining kissing his full bottom lip.

         Instead of shying away from the conversation, I said, “I agree. It’s all about technique.” That was as bold as I could get. If I were Raven or Shay, there would have been innuendo about where to place your tongue on the straw and how deep to take the plastic. I thought those things and likely blushed, but didn’t say them aloud.

         He must have read my mind, sifting through my unspoken banter, landing on the heart of things. “It’s too bad you have a boyfriend,” he said. “I wouldn’t mind testing your theory.”

         My cheeks burned.

         That was the only time either of us has mentioned being more than friends and coworkers. Boss and employee. That was nine months ago, but I’ve never forgotten. I often wonder if he has. Then we have moments like today when he stands close, leans closer, and touches me longer than a friend would.

         I don’t think he’s forgotten, either.

         We sit on stools at the counter, side by side, eating in silence. Nothing has changed, but everything feels different. His knee is touching mine, his elbow brushing mine, his space invading mine, sending tingles to my toes.

         Static, static, static.

         He wipes his mouth, tosses his crumpled napkin on his plate, then eyes my half-eaten wrap. “I told you not to get that one.”

         “It was good. I just wasn’t hungry.”

         He checks his watch. “I should go. I have some things to do before my flight.” He studies me a beat, his gaze roaming my face, then he leans in to kiss my cheek. So, so slowly. So, so softly. His lips press against my cheekbone, his warm breath and closeness overheating my brain. He lingers. A platonic friend wouldn’t linger. A platonic friend wouldn’t inhale my scent. Or maybe I’m overanalyzing everything he does.

         A moment later, he pulls back. “You watching one of those stupid singing shows tonight?”

         Still tingly and mesmerized by the small scar on his neck, I shake my head. “I need to spend some time with Kevin.”

         His jaw tics, and I want to eat my words. I want him to know I’m changing my life, that as of tomorrow things can be different between us. Instead it sounds like I’m having a romantic evening with my boyfriend. Then he grins, big, bright, and carefree. Maybe his jaw didn’t tic. Maybe the frown was nothing. Maybe he didn’t notice my wording or doesn’t care.

         Or maybe he does.

         Either way, I’ll call him once it’s done. Find out once and for all if I’ve let my imagination run away with me. Move forward with my life, no matter its course.

         “Send the revised purse sketch when it’s done,” he says. “And I used one of the last drafting boards this morning. You should order more and check our supplies.” He puts on his coat and winks at me. “See you at the Christmas party next week.” Calm, cool, and collected, he leaves to catch his flight, treating me like the friend and coworker I am.

         The rest of the day goes fast and slow, my nerves pushing and pulling me in a million directions. None of which allow me to focus at work. By the time I get home, I’m beyond frazzled. I don’t go near the kitchen. I pace the floor in my bedroom, eyeing the clock. Kevin texted he’s running late. He works around his clients’ schedules, using his honest character to sell life insurance; his sales are the highest in his region. I’m usually supportive of his long hours, but tonight they prolong my agony. I get jumpier. And jumpier. The enormity of the evening builds—my impending breakup pushing all thoughts of Sawyer from my mind. The last thing I want is to hurt Kevin, but our staying together will be more damaging. Still, my heart and thoughts race each other, no finish line in sight.

         Why did I let things drag on so long?

         Poundpoundpound

         Whywhywhy

         It hasn’t been this intense in ages, the rushing of blood in my ears. I focus on the silk robe I found at last month’s flea market. The delicate fabric may hang loosely over my chair, but in my mind a woman fills its lengths, her imagined story sewn with every thread: A new immigrant from Hong Kong clings to the last of her identity. I drag my gaze to the wingback chair below it: High tea and gossip slip across the leather, a besotted debutante dreaming about her betrothed.

         Pound

         Pound

         Why

         Why

         My discomfort eases some.

         Then Kevin walks in the door.

         As desperate as I was for him to get home, my courage falters. Eleven years of memories flood my mind. But I can’t keep delaying my life. Being a tornado is exhausting. A deep breath later, I go into our open living room and force a smile. “How was your day?”

         He hangs up his jacket with a sigh. “Long.” His straight hair is neatly parted, his slight build accentuated by his dress pants and a tucked-in button-down. He’s handsome in a sweet way—clean-cut, familiar. My best friend.

         I stand by the couch, legs cemented, like a guest in my apartment. 

         Kevin heads to the kitchen and opens the fridge, talking as he goes. “I spoke to my dad today. He’s planning on doing that fishing competition this year. Your father’s going, too. He asked if we wanted to make a day of it like we used to. I think it would be fun.” Jug of juice in hand, he grabs a glass, fills it, and drinks half in one gulp. “I also checked out some stores for snorkel gear. We leave for Belize in a month and should figure out what we need.” He pokes his head back in the fridge, probably checking for our nonexistent dinner, then he shuts the door and leans on the counter. “Looks like an ordering Thai kind of night. Want me to call?”

         His green eyes are soft, crinkled at the corners, radiating years of comfort. Companionship. If I look closely, though, the dark circles beneath are unmistakable. Maybe he’s ready to move on, too. Put an end to our faded relationship. But that means we won’t go on our planned anniversary trip to Belize. We won’t spend time with our families together. I could stay quiet and enjoy my life with Kevin, even though I’m not in love with him. Even though he doesn’t create static. But I want more. I’m ready for more. No matter how hard it is, I can’t keep living a lie.

         He’s relaxed, the tension that’s been between us lately absent, smiling at me like I’m not about to rip the rug from under his feet.

         That’s when I say, “We need to talk.”

      

   


   
      
         
            Two

         

         Sawyer

         Lily has hijacked my brain. Lily and her white-blond hair and pink lips and hypnotic gray eyes. Lily and her “boyfriend.” The whole flight home, I gnash my teeth and sip my Scotch, trying to erase the visual of the two of them curled up on the couch or, even worse, tangled in the sheets. I’d smack my head into the wall if I could stop thinking about the time I flew in unannounced and walked into her design room at the back of Moondog. Finding her and Kevin laughing together was a dose of cyanide, a harsh reminder of the reality of things.

         No matter how much time we spend together, Lily’s not mine.

         When I land, I invoke Mission Amnesia. I drive straight to a bar and search out oblivion in the form of a tight skirt, halter top, and dark hair. We converse, and I lay on the charm. My new friend asks me back to her place, her name given and forgotten, then I’m in her dining room chair, that oblivion of mine close at hand.

         Nothing like a blow job to forget the unforgettable.

         Even one of those too-fast, too-tight, sloppy, accidental-teeth numbers when I was fourteen (thank you Leah Richardson) could brainwash me. Tonight, I need the full treatment, and my date doesn’t disappoint. The way—Talia? Tania?—moans in excitement as she sucks me into a pleasure coma stunts my wandering mind. I don’t thrust or grab her hair. I settle into her chair and let her work me over, because, really, that’s the whole point: lie back, relax, the next five to eight minutes are about me and only me.

         And forgetting Lily.

         This is not—Tara’s? Tami’s?—first rodeo. Not with the way she cups my balls and groans while pumping my shaft and spreading my knees wider. She takes me into the back of her throat, her tongue ring rubbing all the right places, and my abs tense in anticipation. Tight. Hot. Slippery. Eyes closed, I grip the leather armrests. 

         Then I hear: “Never gonna get it.”

         My newest ringtone for Lily “We’re Just Friends” Roberts blares, the song lyrics courtesy of Nico. Lesson learned last weekend: never abandon your phone around your friends, especially when they mess with settings you have no clue how to fix. Give me ink and paper, and I’ll sketch your likeness in ten minutes flat. Leave me alone with a computer, and I’ll black out Canada.

         Tasha? Taryn? doesn’t miss a beat. She changes her rhythm to match the song playing from my phone. The chorus repeats, those same words—never gonna get it—looping, while her head rises and falls faster. And faster. The song ends, those sucking sounds return, and fire should be shooting down my spine.

         Some blow jobs are better than others, but if a chick’s mouth is wet, her teeth are sheathed, and she shows a modicum of enthusiasm, you can count on me to come hard and fast. It’s not rocket science. No PhD required. I’d take a BJ over sex any day of the week. If you question your fellatio skills, I’m the guy you want on the receiving end. But my vision isn’t blurring. The heat creeping up my thighs dissipates. All too quickly, I realize I’d rather have answered that call than finish in this chick’s mouth.

         Talk about screwed.

         I try picturing her dark hair as white blond. Lily. I try imagining the skilled hands between my legs as petite, her nails covered in chipped blue polish. Lily. Nothing works. I peek down at my watch: nine p.m. With the time difference, it’s too late for Lily to call me…unless something is wrong. My heart rate picks up.

         For the wrong reason.

         The trooper she is, Tris? Trina? exerts more effort. If there were a Girl Guide BJ badge, I’d sew one on her shirt myself. But my sperm minions have declared mutiny. 

         Normally, our night would just be starting. After the big finish, I’d go down on her until her toes curled, followed by a round of skin-slapping sex. I’d leave her feeling good about her ability as a lover and thoroughly satisfied. Not so good she’d expect a call or follow-up date. Just a fun night. I excel at fun. If I had a middle name that would be it. Or Lothario. Or Casanova. Like they say, practice makes perfect, and I majored in All Things Woman.

         What I didn’t major in is having a girl friend—as in a friend of the female variety, a girl I do not pump or grind or bite or kiss. In other words, Lily. 

         My friend.

         I place my hand on the dark head between my thighs to keep the first known recipient of the Girl Guide BJ badge still. She looks up, and my dick slides out of her mouth—the saddest sight I have ever seen. 

         She wipes her swollen lips. “Everything okay? Is it not…” She frowns and stares at my uncooperative cock. The ring through her nose twitches.

         I reach down for my boxers and jeans while pushing back the chair. “That was great. You were great. But I need to take that call.” From my friend who happens to be a girl. My friend who refuses to break up with a dude who looks sixteen. My friend who managed to cockblock me from three thousand kilometers away.

         The other victim of said cockblocking huffs out a breath and pushes to her feet. “We can pick up after you’re done.” 

         She saunters across the minimally decorated living/dining room toward a door at the back, probably her bedroom, pulling off her top along the way. Black lace and bold tattoos. Nice. But my seamen have battened down the hatches.

         I kick my feet through my boxers. “Sorry. Won’t work. ” I zip up my jeans, my cell heavy in the back pocket. It takes a lot of effort not to check if Lily left a message. I rub my neck and focus on the pretty face staring at me from her bedroom doorway: messy hair, dark fuck-me eyes. This half-naked beauty is happy to have me for one easy night.

         I curse myself, and she shrugs. “It would’ve been fun,” she says. “You can show yourself out.”

         I might have to start a support group: Cockblocked Anonymous.

         Jacket in hand, I give her one last nod and leave her apartment.

         The cool December air stings my face, a welcome wake-up after what didn’t go down tonight. Maybe Vancouver will see its first snowfall, and I bet Whistler gets buried under heaps of powder. I should book a ski trip soon, maybe this January. I try to focus on slopes and beers and hot tubs, but that missed call has me frowning until I’m in the parking lot. My 1969 black Dodge Challenger is waiting for me, pristine as always. 

         I stop and grin. I grin some more.

         I grin like I’ve been told I’ve gained the gift of invisibility.

         I may not be thirteen anymore, but if I were awarded a superpower, invisibility would still be my power of choice. Nico always chose flying. Kolton wanted to see into the future. As far as I was concerned, they were morons. If I could take up residence in the girls’ locker room and watch, unseen, as ladies wriggled out of their underpants and unclipped their bras, I would happily risk my life saving the world one hapless victim at a time. These days, getting a woman to shed her clothing isn’t much of a challenge, but I’m a kid at heart. At thirty, I’d still choose invisibility.

         And a black Dodge Challenger.

         When Kolton and I hit the big time with Moondog and opened our second retail shop, he bought a 2011 Lexus RX 350. The listed features read something like: quiet, comfortable, reliable, and excellent fuel economy. In other words, shave your legs, eat a shit-ton of soybeans, and buy yourself a bra. You are what you drive.

         I bought a 1969 black Dodge Challenger. Loud. Sexy. Unsafe. Gasoline guzzler. Granted, Kolton had Jackson and needed a “family” automobile, but I’m sure he could’ve found something less emasculating.

         I settle my hip onto the hood and pull out my phone. No messages. I shouldn’t return Lily’s call. Ever since we met in Aspen last March, each conversation prompts a masturbation session by yours truly. That kid-at-heart thing extends to jerking off. If it were possible to die of dehydration following excessive wanking, I would’ve kicked the bucket at twelve. Drain the pipe. Drill for oil. Call it what you want, every towel in my bathroom could’ve been snapped in half. I still enjoy the hand jive, and Lily has proven a worthy inspiration. But going there tonight after walking out on a blow job doesn’t sit well. Still, I know I’ll call her. I can’t resist hearing her voice.

         As I pull up her number, my phone rings.

         “Never gonna get it” doesn’t play. My brother’s name lights the display.

         I hit talk. “What’s up?”

         “Our annual Fun Family Christmas Extravaganza.” Finn’s voice sounds raspier than usual, but his sarcasm is loud and clear.

         A northern wind practically blasts through me, my leather jacket not quite warm enough for this weather. I hunch forward. “I thought we banned those.”

         “In your dreams. This year’s looking particularly fun. Garrett just separated from Claire. Custody shit is going down, and she’s being a monster bitch about bringing the kids.”

         I squint. “Garrett?” I try visualizing our family tree, but the branches crack and sprout in so many directions, I can’t keep track. “Is that Martha’s kid? Tony’s second wife?”

         “No. You’re thinking of Dylan, the ginger with those weird glasses. Garrett has that mole on his cheek. Like De Niro. Aunt Cheryl had him with Luke, before the divorce.”

         The names fly in one ear and out the other. I stopped keeping track of my dysfunctional family a lifetime ago. “If we have to suffer through another Jerry Springer Family Christmas, everyone should have to wear name tags.”

         Finn snorts. “Yeah, well, suffer we will. For Mom. It’ll be later this year to accommodate everyone. December twenty-sixth. And she asked that you not give Dad a hard time.”

         I stand and pace, long strides eating the pavement in a steady line. Dad. If Mom stops looking at him like he’s the one who got away, instead of the one who screwed everything with a pulse, I might be able to rein in my temper. In my eight-year-old world, Dad stood for:

         Dickhole

         Assface

         Douchewaffle

         No kid should have to pick up the pieces of his mother’s self-esteem after she endures a cheating marathon worthy of its own reality show. 

         We’ll title that riveting series: Fucked. 

         I could handle Stepdad Two, and Number Three was an epic loser, but he treated Mom all right. What I can’t handle is her single again, looking at the man who fathered me like he built Rome. It’ll be a fifth-of-Scotch kind of night, and I’ll bring my best buffer: Nico the Barbarian. My nieces climbing all over the massive dude like he’s their personal jungle gym should be enough distraction to get me through the evening. After the Scotch.

         “Don’t worry about me. I’ll bring Nico as my date. Just make sure you don’t catch the rare infidelity disease that infects our family. I won’t see your girls growing up like the rest of us. Speaking of which, how are Meryl and my two favorite half-pints?”

         A pause, a lengthy sigh, then, “The girls were asking about you this morning. They refuse to draw anymore until you come over and finish your art project.” 

         He doesn’t bother answering about Meryl, and I don’t ask again. 

         It’s been fifteen minutes since my friend Lily called. Fifteen minutes since I walked out on a blow job to find out why. Right about now, rubbing my face in what I can’t have—Lily—sounds like a pleasant diversion from dreading my family gathering. “Tell the twins I’ll visit this weekend. And slip Meryl some tongue for me.”

         “Fuck off.”

         He ends the call, and I speed-dial Lily.

         Four rings later, I’m pacing faster and almost hang up when her soft voice says, “Sawyer?”

         Immediately, I stop. I plant my ass on the hood of my car and close my eyes. There’s something about hearing my name from her lips. “Hey, Lil.”

         I refocus as a newspaper page blows across the asphalt, past a straw and some orange peels wedged against the curb. I practically feel her breath on my ear, the weight of her leaning into me. Today, at lunch, I held her waist tighter than I should have, kissed her cheek too long when I said good-bye. I often do this stupid thing where I stand close enough that it affects her. I do it until she shivers, then I step away. Because I’ll take whatever scraps she offers, and I know she’s hot for me, too.

         The way her gray eyes dilate when she looks at me too long?

         She totally wants to fuck me.

         The way her breath hitches when I brush by her “accidentally”?

         I mean, come on.

         My dickish motto: If I can’t have her, she should suffer, too. So I invade her space until she gets flustered and makes excuses about something she mysteriously forgot to do. Still, she stays with her scrawny boyfriend of eleven years. Not even Finn and Meryl have been together that long. No member of my family has stood that test of time.

         “It’s late there,” I say, finally. “Why’d you call?” And obstruct a perfectly good blow job.

         More breathing. More quiet. Then, “I broke up with Kevin.”

         Her voice is almost too soft to hear, but I’m pretty sure she just said she broke up with Kevin. Her boyfriend. Of eleven years. The one and only reason I haven’t shown her what it’s like to have a real man in her bed.

         The world tilts. Nope…that’s me falling back onto the hood of my car. I’d swallow if I could. I’d breathe if my heart would slow the fuck down. It’s practically freezing, but sweat gathers on my palms.

         “Sawyer? You still there?”

         “Yeah, yeah, yeah. You just…caught me off guard.” Understatement of the century. The millennium. I’ve waited to hear those words for nine months. I should hang up and book the first flight back to Toronto, but I’ve become a living piece of performance art: Man Shocked to Death. “What happened?” I ask, unsure why my stomach is knotting up.

         I don’t do knotting up.

         “Nothing specific. It’s been coming a long time.”

         She doesn’t elaborate, and my ability to cheer her up has evaporated. I’m the one my friends come to for a laugh. When Kolton lost his wife, I spent a month pointing out every fashion crime in a thirty-mile radius until the dude laughed out loud. When Nico’s brother got arrested for carjacking, I e-mailed Nico photoshopped pictures of his own head on different bodies. He threatened to bring me up on child pornography charges—the dude’s always using his cop status to intimidate—but I know he laughed his ass off. Lily called because she’s upset, and I’m at a loss. 

         The knotting in my gut intensifies.

         Then she babbles like she does when she’s nervous, her words flowing over one another. “Sorry. I shouldn’t have called. I don’t know why…I mean, I do, but…anyway, it’s late. And I probably interrupted something. I should let you go.”

         I don’t throw her a life preserver. I listen as she 

         drowns 

         drowns

         drowns.

         Dick. Dick. Dick.

         I roll my head over the car hood. No stars are out tonight; invisible clouds blot out the pinpricks of light. Her breaths come faster, matching mine. 

         What is wrong with me? 

         Maybe this is like the time I begged Finn to give me his Mutant X comic, issue twenty-one. (The boobs on the cover contributed to my Masturbation Olympics.) For weeks I pleaded. I cleaned the asshole’s room. I took out the garbage for him. A week after he handed it over, the comic lay discarded under my bed.

         I’m pretty sure Lily’s tits are nicer than Jean Grey’s cartoon hooters, but is this the same thing? The chase? Once I have her, will I discard her, used and unwanted? The way nearly every member of the West family has cheated and moved on? Which means I’d ruin our friendship and working relationship and become an even bigger asshole.

         The twisting in my stomach worsens, and I sit up. “Yeah, it’s late,” I say.

         Dick. Dick. Dick.

         “Yeah,” she repeats. “I guess I’ll see you in a week?”

         Right. The company Christmas party for our Toronto branch. The one where I’ll see the newly single Lily. My friend. “One week,” I confirm. “Get some sleep. You’ll feel better in the morning.” But something tells me I won’t.

         I press end and lie back down. I’ve never clicked with a woman the way I do with Lily. We are effortless, like floating down a ski slope in a foot of powder. Working on designs together, sharing a laugh over Chinese takeout. Not to mention her gray eyes and pink lips have a direct line to my dick. And she called me for a reason. I bet she wants me to know things can move forward with us, past our hour-long phone chats, beyond our jokes and flirting. She wants more. Suddenly, I’m not sure I’m the guy to give it to her.

      

   


   
      
         
            Three

         

         Lily

         That didn’t go as expected. I toss my cell on the bed, the pink cover of my iPhone disappearing into the folds of my duvet. No matter how many times I played this conversation in my head, it never sounded like suffocating silence and vacant words. I must have been misreading him all this time. The way he brushed by me in a room seemed like flirting. The dead air at the end of each phone conversation hinted at unspoken words. At lunch today, I could have sworn he felt something for me. Maybe, after eleven years with Kevin, I’ve lost the ability to distinguish interest from friendship, attraction from playfulness.

         At least I can thank Sawyer for helping me move on. 

         I grab the throw pillow beside me and tuck it under my arms. The right side of the bed is still made. No dent where Kevin normally sleeps. No half-read biography strewn over the white covers. I wish my shivered breaths were because Kevin will never sleep beside me again. That would be rational. Expected. Normal. But Sawyer’s distant voice burns a path over all thoughts of Kevin. One edge of my phone pokes out from my sheets, and I kick my duvet over it, smothering that choking conversation in downy white. An urge to visit an antique store spikes, and my eyes cut to the feather pen and ink on my desk, their imagined story forming in my mind: A knight writes his wife a last note before he leaves for war.

         I dig my hands into the center of my pillow, gripping at something, anything, trying to understand why my thoughts keep wandering to Sawyer when I should be heartbroken over Kevin. My thumbs find the beads I embroidered in large rose patterns, each flower made of recycled colored stones. 

         Yellow. The belt I found at a secondhand shop in New York.

         Pink. The thick bracelet from an antique store on Queen Street.

         Red. The necklaces someone tossed in the trash.

         Hands created these beads. Imaginations wove them into art. People bought, loved, and discarded them. But I’ve given them new life. The smooth surfaces calm me—like the moon taming a rough sea. Realization ebbs and flows with the movements of my thumbs. I may have an unhealthy crush on Sawyer and had hoped things would have played out differently, but he’s not the reason I broke up with Kevin. Not really. I shed so many tears this past year while sorting through my feelings for Kevin, it’s like I’ve already done the getting-over-him part. The ice cream eating. The lonely nights sitting solo in a café listening to Regina Spektor. 

         Clutching the pillow tighter, I lean forward and rescue my phone from below my duvet. Shay will be fast asleep by now, so I pull up Raven’s name, my fellow night owl.

         She answers after one ring. “Yep.”

         I tuck up my knees, the beaded pillow squashing against my chest. “I broke up with Kevin.”

         “Holy shit.” A toilet flushes in the background, and I scrunch my nose. Why she takes her phone into the bathroom baffles me. The sound of running water, the click of a shutting door, then, “I knew you were planning on it, but when it didn’t happen after that night at O’Day’s, I figured you were having second thoughts. But Jesus—are you okay? Do you need me to come over?” She finishes with another “Holy shit.”

         “I’m fine, but thanks,” I say, wishing Sawyer sounded a fraction as concerned as Raven.

         “Give me a sec while I change. I just walked in from a movie.”

         Hunching farther forward, I tug my braid over my shoulder and pick at the split ends. As far as breakups go, mine couldn’t have gone smoother. Every fear I’d had of hurting Kevin was unfounded. When I mustered up the nerve to do the deed, he smiled at me, actually smiled. He agreed as I described our relationship as platonic, nodding the whole while. He even echoed my thoughts when he said the notion of losing me as a friend is what’s kept him from ending things. He’s wanted to move on as much as I have, and I didn’t have a clue. By the end, my need to shop had decreased, but that call with Sawyer brought the sensation rushing back.

         “Okay. I’m done.” Raven breathes heavily as though she’s been running around. “Here are my words of wisdom: No matter how hard this is, you did the right thing. The hard thing, but the right thing. Don’t question that.”

         My voice must have betrayed my uncertainty, the slight quiver unsettling. I slow my breaths. Kevin may be my best friend, but friends aren’t lovers. If Raven had known Kevin and I haven’t had sex in a year, she would have waltzed over to our apartment and forced us to face the facts of our chaste relationship ages ago. Probably after claiming Kevin was a eunuch or blind. 

         I huff out a laugh, picturing her tattooed arms flailing with indignation. “I know it was right. I don’t feel sad, really. It’s been a tough year. If anything I’m relieved. And I think we’ll stay friends. Kevin’s been feeling all the same stuff, struggling to end it. We’ll need time. A break, I guess. We still love each other…just not how couples should.” I drop my hair in favor of picking at the blue polish on my nails. “I called Sawyer,” I add.

         The man who doesn’t want me.

         “That deserves another holy shit.” When I don’t comment, she says, “Do you seriously think you can get away with sharing that tidbit and not elaborating? He must have flipped. Has he booked a flight?”

         I glance down at the shards of blue dotting my duvet. “Not even close. He doesn’t seem interested in me like that. I must have read the signs wrong. Not that I broke up with Kevin for him, it’s just…”

         “This requires wine,” she says as my voice trails off. Glass clinking against tile travels through the line, then the pop of a cork, liquid sloshing—probably Australian Shiraz. “First,” she finally says, “I know you didn’t break up with Kevin for Sawyer. If you ask me, you haven’t been in love with Kevin for years. So don’t worry about what other people think or say if you move on quickly. People, for the most part, are idiots. And Sawyer? That boy is gaga over you. A blind man can see that. Give me the instant replay.”

         So I do. His lengthy silences. His lack of emotion. No sign he even cared. I don’t mention how differently I envisioned my moment of revelation. In my favorite fantasy, he booked a flight, and our meeting at the airport—a public affair where we ran at each other—was Gone with the Wind epic. (There may have been glitter and roses.) I finally felt his hands on my body. His lips on mine. In my fantasy. 

         A lump swells in my throat, my first sign of tears since Kevin closed the front door. I clench my jaw to keep my emotions at bay.

         “Interesting,” Raven says when I’ve finished. She’s probably perched on her purple couch, feet tucked underneath her, black hair fanning over her shoulder.

         I toss my throw pillow off the side of the bed and steady my voice. “If by ‘interesting’ you mean ‘What a horrible way to find out you’re into someone and they’re oblivious to you,’ then I’ll go with ‘interesting.’”

         “No. By ‘interesting’ I mean, ‘The boy is scared shitless you’re no longer off-limits.’”

         I shake my head at my empty room. “You didn’t hear him, Rave. It was like he was bored to be on the phone with me. Like I was describing the weather. It was awful.”

         “I get it, but his actions since Aspen say otherwise. The two of you talk about everything. Not just work and design stuff. The man has it bad. He just doesn’t know it yet. When’s the last time he was in a relationship longer than a few weeks?”

         I catch my breath as a spider saunters over my duvet. Careful not to bounce it under the sheets, I grab a Kleenex from my bedside table and squash the little guy. If only I could squash the icky feeling squirming through my gut at the mention of Sawyer’s entourage of women. I toss the tissue into my wicker basket. “He had a relationship during high school, but it only lasted a few months.”

         “Exactly my point. He doesn’t know what to do with his feelings for you. Give it time. I mean, you work together, so it’s not like he can avoid you. But I bet it gets super weird.”

         “Is that supposed to make me feel better?”

         “Just calling it like I see it.”

         And she’s right. After that call, working with him will be as pleasant as sewing sandpaper. “His reaction’s probably for the best,” I say. Lie. “I should focus on being on my own.” Lie. “Take some time for myself.”

         Lie. Lie. Lie. 

         An urge twitches through my fingers then, an impulse. Shop. Search. Scour. Find tossed belongings, bits and pieces with history and stories yet to tell. Stories that will help me forget mine. I knew this need would resurface, felt it picking at me all day. Maybe, in the end, Sawyer’s reaction was for the best. He’s never seen me like this—jumpy and desperate to browse antiques. He and his pleasure-seeking ways would probably run for cover. A small shopping trip wouldn’t hurt. Other people do it. Call it retail therapy, and everyone snickers at the joke. That’s all this would be. Just a little something to help me come to terms with my new life.

         “You’ll have to put off that alone time,” Raven says. “I feel a flu coming on—high fever, sweats. I think I need to call in sick tomorrow and spend the day with you.”

         I nearly bite through my lip. I can’t sift through thrift stores with Raven. It has to be on my own. Always on my own. “Honestly, I’m fine. Don’t skip work on my account.”

         She responds with a dramatic pffft. “Nonsense. It’s already done. I’ll take any excuse to get out of that place, and my classes are in the middle of art projects. A substitute teacher just has to walk in and supervise. We can wander around downtown at those vintage places you like. Go for lunch. I’ll text Shay in case she’s free, and call you in the morning.”

         I force a swallow, warmed she cares, but agitated. I’ll have to lose the girls early enough to do my own shopping. Accustomed to hiding my anxiety, I smile my sweetest smile as though she can see me. “Okay, thanks. It’ll be nice to spend the day with you.” 

         And it will. I’d be lost without Raven and Shay. Still, the frenetic need to buy, buy, buy has me hanging up quick. 

         I swing my legs out of bed and hurry to my craft room. The door barely opens, the stacks of shirts and jackets behind it fighting for dominance. I squeeze inside and sit on the floor. Last time Raven saw this room, she gave it a once-over and threatened to put me on an episode of Hoarders. Her tone was laced with amusement, and I did my best to grin and laugh at her joke. Internally I came undone. I had to remind myself she doesn’t know about my property. She’s never seen the farmhouse. Her words were said in jest.

         I lie down and close my eyes.

         
            *  *  *

         

         “I have to buy this.” Raven holds up a black T-shirt printed with a bikini-clad Princess Leia holding a massive gun.

         Shay peeks over the cable-knit sweater she’s admiring. “It is black, so it should go with the rest of your morbid wardrobe.”

         I run my hand over a suede purse and glance at Raven’s tight black jeans, black boots, and black leather jacket, all accented by her straight black hair and thick bangs. “Don’t listen to her, Rave. Black suits you. It’s your signature style.”

         She winks at me. “I knew I was friends with you for a reason. Shay, on the other hand…” She narrows her dark eyes at Shay, who blows her a kiss back. Raven throws the T-shirt over her shoulder. “I may not be the badass I was in high school, but I can still dress the part. I’m trying it on.”

         She disappears into the dressing room, and Shay nods at the purse in my hands. “It’s nice. Not as cool as the ones you design, but it would totally go with your flowy tops. You should get it.”

         I tighten my grip on the soft suede, my neck prickling like it does when I need to buy something. I roll my fingers through the fringed bottom and force a quiet “Maybe.”

         Two stores into our shopping spree, and I’ve purchased one top, one belt, and a pair of earrings, each transaction easing the stress of last night’s call with Sawyer. But I can’t overdo it. Not with the girls here. I release the purse, adding it to my mental list of must-buy items for when I return later today. I apply some strawberry lip gloss to busy my fidgety hands.

         “I’m proud of you,” she says, probably assuming my limited words have to do with Kevin, not my urge to buy the entire store. She squeezes my elbow. “So many people stay in relationships because it’s easier than moving on. Exhibit A.” She makes a face and points at herself.

         I shake my head. “But look where you are now. My nana always said every step in life, good or bad, takes us where we need to go. If you hadn’t suffered through your relationship with Richard, you might not have met Kolton.”

         I frown, unsure if my delay in ending things with Kevin hurt my chances with Sawyer. From his reaction last night, I doubt I ever had a shot. 

         I focus on the vintage dresses decorating the walls like works of art, the racks below bursting with used clothing. Shay wanders through the cramped space, stops at a shelf, and puts a red sun hat over her mass of brown curls. She throws a man’s vest over her bomber jacket and picks up a carnival mask from a basket. 

         Holding the elaborate leather piece over her eyes, she says, “Your nana was wise. I hope you take her advice, too. And if you ever need to vent, even after I’m gone, I’m just a call away.”

         Her hazel eyes glaze through the feathered mask, a common occurrence since she’s decided to move across the country. More often than not, she recovers quickly and chatters about the interior design firms she’s considering. Her face lights up when she goes on about making things more permanent with Kolton and his son. After spending an afternoon with her and Jackson at the library, I’m not surprised at how close they’ve become.

         “Just a call away,” I agree. “And a short plane ride.” I grab one of the masks from the basket, this one decorated with rhinestones. I mimic Shay and hold it over my eyes, hoping to disguise my rising emotion. Crying over her move won’t help settle her nerves. “Five hours is nothing. I plan on visiting often.” But I’ll miss her like crazy.

         “You better.”

         We nod our silly, masked heads.

         She grabs a purple cloche hat and tugs it over my messy bun, her smile fading. “Raven mentioned you spoke to Sawyer, and it didn’t go well.”

         I grip my mask tighter, unsure if she notices me wince. “No. He’s not interested. I’ll be fine. It just might be weird when we first see each other. For me, at least. Nothing’s actually changed between us, but it’s like everything is different. Maybe it’s all in my head.” Like my need to gather every discarded remnant of clothing I see.

         “No, I get it. And I agree with Raven. Sawyer has it bad for you. This is just new territory for him. I could speak to Kolton, if you want; he’s flying down with Sawyer. Have him feel things out. Or I could ask Nico to smack the idiot in the head so he comes to his senses.”

         I snort. “Thanks, but no. His reaction was pretty clear, and I don’t want to make things more awkward than they already are.” Sadness wells again—Shay leaving, Kevin gone, Sawyer firmly out of reach, it all lodges in my throat.

         Shay lowers her mask. “I actually have a favor to ask, and I feel bad considering everything that’s gone down.”

         I blink quickly and lower mine, too. “Anything. I’m happy to help, especially since I only have you for a couple more weeks.”

         She sways her shoulders. “Okay, but you can totally say no. I wanted to pick Kolton up at the airport, but I’m selling my car before I go to Vancouver. Do you mind giving me a lift? It could be good if I’m there when you first see Sawyer, like a buffer? With all four of us together, it might be less awkward.”

         I almost decline, but it’s not the worst idea. I can’t avoid the man, not when we work together, and it would be nice to have a friend there for support. “Sure. Like I said, I want to spend as much time with you as possible before you leave. And you’re probably right. If I have to see him anyway, may as well get it over with.”

         “You’re the best.” She kisses my cheek, then pushes past me to grab a jean jacket from the wall. “This must be tried on.” She heads for the curtains at the back, not bothering to remove her dress-up clothes. But I stand rooted.

         Sawyer. One week. 

         How do I look at him without imagining what could have been? How do we laugh and joke and talk as though things haven’t changed? Most of our interactions are long distance, but there’s no avoiding the face-to-face meetings. He’ll read me plain as day. I raise my mask into place as the urge to shop spikes, the irony of the prop not lost on me. I’ve worn a disguise most of my life. The illusion of stability. My best friends think they know me, my parents talk about me with pride, and Kevin’s been there for every obstacle and milestone. 

         None of them have a clue. 

         I drop the mask and pull off the hat, dragging my fingers along the smooth felt. Layers of sequins and deep-purple thread decorate the lilac base with shimmering leaves. The edges curl up, accentuating the bell shape, organza and satin flowers bunched on one side. Whom did you belong to? I think. What life have you led?

         My imagination vaults to life: A young girl sneaks out her bedroom window for a scandalous night at her first speakeasy. Jazz music. Wild dancing. Shift dresses and pinstripe suits. A stolen kiss. The girl then marries the man her parents choose, her hat all that’s left of the life she lost. 

         My story might not be “the” story, but every item here has a lineage—a birth and a well-traveled life—histories and memories absorbed into fabric. I don’t understand how people let things go, toss things out like trash. I would buy the whole place if I could. Fill the void in my heart with tall tales, soothe it with the rush of a purchase. Instead I catalogue the items I’ll return for once I give Raven and Shay the slip: two beaded belts, the fringe purse, a few shirts, and the cloche hat. This is just our second store.

         “If you want anything, it’s my treat,” Raven calls to me. “I’m getting the shirt.”

         I spin around and shake my head. “I don’t need anything.” The lie comes so easily; it always does. In my world need and want have the same definition.

         “Fair point.” She hands her credit card to the saleslady. “If you add anything to your craft room, you’ll crash through to the apartment below.”

         Shay tosses her jean jacket on the checkout counter, her hat, vest, and mask removed. “Make that the lobby,” she adds.

         The girls share a grin.

         I smile. I brush the comment off like the joke it is, but my veins crawl under my skin, blood surging in torrents. There’s no question my pale cheeks are flushed. It’s always shameful, this feeling—like I’m different, not quite right. My aunt had issues, too. She shopped, but instead of used items, she gathered newspapers, magazines, and nonperishable foods. Her house became unlivable, my father eventually cutting her out of our lives. She lost her friends, too. Her world caved in until her heart literally stopped.

         At her funeral, I vowed to never let my crazy shine.

         Thankfully, the saleslady points to Raven’s wrist, offering a welcome distraction. “Nice tattoo.” The woman tucks her blue hair behind her ears, revealing enough metal to alter the Earth’s magnetic field. “It’s really good work.” 

         Raven rolls up her cuff to show the birds flying across her skin, and the feathers that honor her Native American grandmother. I’ll never forget the look on her father’s face when he saw her first tattoo. His yelling nearly shook the walls, but Raven, used to his tantrums, didn’t bat an eye. 

         The girls pay, then we grab our bags and zip our jackets, preparing for the crisp winter air. I take a final glance at the items on my mental list, hoping the girls don’t drag out our outing. Already each small purchase has calmed my frayed nerves, but the ache intensifies as I leave things behind, and Sawyer’s phone call is forced, once again, to the front of my mind. His reaction was for the best, anyway. A mantra I play on repeat. Sawyer’s all about fun and laughs and good times. He wouldn’t want a tenth of the baggage I carry. My lies. My mask. Better to be on my own. I’m just not sure how I’ll survive his visit next week.
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