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Chapter One

DAVID WAS SITTING in Zaphod’s Restaurant, waiting for his Big Breakfast of three eggs, three pieces of bacon, and the best home fries he’d had in his forty-four years. That was when his cellphone rang.

Ivy sat across from him, telling a story about a client who wanted a photo shoot with a leopard-print background, while wearing that same leopard print, and she’d had to perfectly align the two to fit the creative brief. Her mouth hung open midword, and David glanced at his phone.

It was a Montreal number, so it had to be Nicolas Leduc.

“Sorry,” he said. “I have to take this.” Then, into the phone, “Hello?”

“Yeah, is this David?” The voice on the other end didn’t sound French at all, more like a midrange California accent.

“Yeah. Is this Nic?”

“Listen, I’m having second thoughts.”

David’s heart sputtered. His eyes must have widened because Ivy leaned closer, making a circle with her hand like she needed more information. GQ had hired him to write an article about Nicolas Leduc, a twenty-six-year-old Québécois director who everyone expected to be nominated for an Academy Award. The Canadian committee still had to choose his film as the country’s foreign language entry, but Leduc had won the Palme d’Or at the Cannes Film Festival, so it seemed like a formality. David had a last-call notice from his landlord on his table back home, the result of a freelancing dry spell, and the GQ article was the only income standing between himself and eviction.

“Why?” he said. “It’ll be fine. I’m heading out there today.”

“I’m just not that into doing interviews right now, that’s all.”

David stammered and found his words. “But it’s great publicity. It’s exactly what you need leading up to the awards. It’s a major magazine.”

“I know.”

Leduc went silent on the other end, and David imagined a clock ticking. This was the second conversation he’d ever had with Leduc outside of email. The first was when he got his hands on a press pack for Leduc’s latest film, Elle, and called the number. Instead of getting a public relations person, he got Leduc’s personal cell. Leduc had been riding north in the passenger seat of a convertible at the time. Through the howl of the wind, he’d agreed to an interview scheduled for some time next month. Now, that interview was tomorrow.

“We’ll go at your pace,” David said. “Whatever you want to talk about, we’ll talk about. It’ll be great. I promise.”

During the next pause, the server brought their breakfast, and David smiled and waved his hand before she walked away. “It’ll be great,” he repeated.

“Okay. But I don’t want to meet at my place. I want to meet at my favorite restaurant. It’s called Les Crêpes, near Mount Royal. You can google it, right?”

“Yeah, yeah, I can google it.” David searched his pocket for a pen but didn’t have one, so he repeated it. “Les Crêpes. Same time?”

“One p.m. See you then.” And with that, Leduc hung up.

David exhaled. “Jesus. I thought he was going to cancel.”

Ivy smirked, tapping some salt onto her home fries. “He’s difficult. Terry says he is.”

Terry was Ivy’s new husband, a camera operator who worked on Canadian movies and TV shows. His last job had been on a Sarah Polley film. Ivy’s first husband had been David.

“He’s flighty, I guess,” she continued. “He’s demanding, and he changes his mind a lot.”

“Well, he can’t change his mind about the fucking article.” David stabbed his eggs and put a forkful in his mouth. He was thankful Ivy still did breakfasts with him. Terry came sometimes, too, and sat, quiet and polite, as they talked about their families or the days when they’d worked in the same Toronto Sun newsroom. When David first made eye contact with Terry in one of Zaphod’s emerald-green booths, he’d watched him for some sign of jealousy.

Terry had just smiled and asked questions like Who will be in your next article? Ivy had told him that David was gay. She’d never specified, but it was inevitable. David had told Ivy himself in the last year of their marriage as they’d sat on a bench in a park near the Danforth.

I’ve never dated a guy. I’ve never kissed a guy. But I’m forty-four. I know.

“Leduc will be an interesting article,” David said. “Have you seen any of his films?”

“Oh, yeah. His films are great. Which ones have you seen?”

“All of them. Research. I’d seen a couple already. I think, The Key to Infinity.”

“Everyone’s seen that one.”

Leduc had seven films so far, starting with the one he made when he was seventeen that premiered at the Director’s Fortnight at Cannes. He’d released them at a nearly annual clip ever since—cascading dominoes of stories about a young gymnast who was transgender; dueling mothers wanting to take control of a child; a mathematical prodigy who holed himself away, à la the Unabomber, and established a romantic relationship with the kindergarten teacher living next door. Each film included a colorful montage that made audiences wipe away tears.

David had seen Elle in a tiny art house theater at Yonge and Eglinton, sitting in the back with his long legs stretched out, looking over fifteen heads in front of him. When the gymnast, Persephone, broke down in a hospital hallway, collapsing from emotional exhaustion, he’d folded and unfolded the napkin in his hand, tightening his jaw to prevent tears. When the lights came on, he’d wished Greg was there.

They finished their food, and the server took the plates away. “I got this one,” Ivy said.

“No…”

“No, I do. You’re in a financial crisis. You can get me after your Leduc article is finished. If he’ll let you interview him.”

“Oh, he’ll let me. Trust me, he’ll let me.”

“He’s cute, at least,” Ivy said. “So there’s that. You could always put him in your pocket and carry him around with you until he answers your questions.”

David let out the barest huh of laughter.

The bill came, and before he could protest more, Ivy grabbed it. “In honour of our dearly departed marriage, and Nic Leduc,” she said and dropped her credit card on top of it. “You’ll land it. I know you can. Does anyone ever not talk to you?”

“Michalchuk. Remember that guy? The…”

“Staff sergeant,” Ivy finished. “We went to that press conference, and he wouldn’t take your questions. You tried, and he was like…”

“His eyes just flicked away from me. He went right to the next reporter. I still don’t know why. He liked you.”

“I didn’t have to say anything to him,” she said. “I just had to shoot him at the podium. He was a hard guy to photograph too. He looked terrible in pictures. Some people just don’t photograph well. He didn’t have a double chin, but every time I took a picture of him, boom, double chin.”

“Serves him right.” David walked out with her and started toward the subway. He sensed Ivy pause, keys in her hand.

“Hey,” she said. “I can drive you.”

David spun on his heel and followed her to the parking lot. He climbed into the Jeep she’d had since before they got married.

“Really, though,” she said as she started it. “Nicolas Leduc is beautiful.”

David did up his seat belt. “He’s all right.”

“Are you kidding? He’s fucking gorgeous. There’s a picture of him from when he was nineteen, wearing this black eyeliner and sprawling on a flight of stairs. I looked at it for so long I thought the police were going to knock at my door. There’s a naked picture out there too. A dick pic.”

David made another ha sound. “You looked up pictures of his dick?”

“I didn’t look them up. Do an image search with the safe search off. It just pops out at you like a snake out of a basket.” She waited for a break in the traffic and pulled out onto the street. “You’re going to go home and do it now, aren’t you?”

“It doesn’t matter what his dick looks like.” David rested his elbow against the open window ledge, and when he spoke again, he was quieter. “I’m not going to do anything with him anyway. He’s almost twenty years younger than me. And famous.”

“I know. I’m just teasing you.” She turned on the radio to “Dreaming” by Blondie. The music thrummed as they stopped at the light, and David looked down at two guys in a convertible. The driver looked up and smiled with white Ken doll teeth.

Ivy put her foot on the gas. “You do okay. You were a hockey player in high school in a small town where hockey players were king. You had your pick of girls. Even as an adult you did too. That’s how I ended up with you. You have an energy.”

“Greg doesn’t think so.”

“Pfft. Fuck Greg.”

He’d met Greg on Scruff, a gay dating app he’d stared at on his phone screen for a week before finally downloading it. When he did, he’d swiped right on the first result, and that was Greg, who swiped back. Greg was ten years younger and had blue eyes and a thirty-two-inch waist.

They’d met in person at a cafe in the Gay Village, and Greg, with his cheekbones and piercing eyes, had told him his bio. He was an actor who’d recently done a small play at the Factory Theatre, a Daniel Lalonde deal, and was actively going on auditions. Time was of the essence, Greg had told him, because he was still only in his early thirties. Once a person hit forty, it got a lot harder.

He and Greg had gone out four times in two weeks, and on the first date, David had darted his head back and forth, looking for people he knew from Langton. Now, after the fourth date, his text message to Greg was still there, in blue. Nothing appeared underneath it except four tiny letters. Read. Four days earlier, David had asked him what time they’d meet Friday night, and somehow, in sending it, he’d just known. He’d felt gusts of anger since then, moments where he’d typed messages like Great, thanks for being so fucking honest, or Thanks for being what you hate. But he hadn’t sent them. Maybe Greg was busy. Maybe he’d come around.

Ivy pulled up to David’s high-rise and smiled at him. “Go get that interview.”

“I will. Thank you.” He leaned across the divider and gave her a loose hug, which she returned, and headed up to his one-bedroom apartment.

He entered to sunlight streaming through the curtains he’d bought from Value Village after his divorce. The dining room table was cleared for a change, except for his passport, a phone charger, a notebook, and the notice from his landlord.

David sat on the couch and picked up the notice. “Dear Mr. Cronkwright,” it said. “You are two weeks behind on your rent. Please pay me.” And that was it. Please pay me. The landlord, who he knew only as Mr. King, didn’t have to say he’d be kicked out if he missed another one.

He’d already said that six months earlier when David had written a Maclean’s interview about a campus rape, only to fact-check and find no one could corroborate a party had existed, or even that the subject, Brittany, had attended the University of Toronto. He’d reported his findings to Maclean’s, who’d given him a mediocre kill fee of $200, and the lack of full payment had made him miss a month’s rent. He’d spent the next two pay checks, which came sporadically after dogged emails to media outlets, skimping on groceries so he could hand over half the check to King.

David dropped the notice and headed to his bedroom, where he’d left a suitcase flopped open on his unmade bed. He’d done laundry in the little third-floor facility the night before, sitting at the plastic table and reading The Orenda as people shuffled in wearing flip-flops and slippers. He plucked from the laundry basket what he thought he’d need for Montreal. Black jeans. Black pants that weren’t jeans. A black button-down shirt. A grey T-shirt with the phrase Tillsonburg is for lovers, which he’d bought the last time he’d visited his mom, who was living on his late father’s John Deere pension. His socks never matched, but they were all either black or white, so he folded together some that were the same general hue and threw them in the suitcase. He tossed in The Orenda, too, which still had his laundry card as a bookmark, and Catch and Kill by Ronan Farrow because he was a sucker for journalism books. He threw his comforter loosely over his bed. The sheets weren’t tucked in, but the pillows were straight, so with the comforter arranged, it gave the illusion of being made.

He added a toothbrush, toothpaste, and aftershave, and zipped up the suitcase. He wheeled it into the living room, and then checked his wallet. He’d reserved the rental car and hotel room on his credit card, but he didn’t have to pay them yet, which gave him a couple of days to figure out something, even if it meant calling his mom. She’d made the offer the last time he was in Langton, and he’d climbed up a ladder and cleaned out her eave troughs, then installed a rain barrel, trimmed her cedar trees, and weeded her garden. When his article was done, he’d expense the car and the room and pay his mother back, and then the landlord, and then stock his cupboards with groceries. He was already making the list in his head. Whole wheat bread.

Free range eggs. A case of Bud Light.

David sat on the couch, trying to think if he was forgetting anything, and flashed back to a night at the Limelight when a redheaded girl had stood next to him and looked at him from under her eyelashes. Queen West was still a club district then, still with a place to do Ecstasy on every street corner, and David had been a Ryerson University student, listening to lectures about interviewing techniques and writing ledes. David had started talking to the redhead—Shannon, she’d said—and lost his friends, and they’d taken a rickshaw together to the next club. He’d watched the guy pulling them—his muscular legs, his strong shoulders, the athletic energy that kicked up like dust—and Shannon had put her hand on his thigh. It had been far enough up to touch his crotch, and he’d lurched away so hard it jiggled the carriage. She’d started to cry then. I’ve never done this, she’d said. I know I have to do this.

Do what? he’d said, but she hadn’t answered.

David’s laptop was still open, and he pulled it over in front of him. An apartment listing was still on his browser—a bachelor in Scarborough, with a forty-minute bus ride to the nearest subway line, a fifty-minute subway ride to downtown. He’d already gone to see a place in North York with exposed beams so low he thwacked his head on the ceiling. The GQ could pay first and last month’s rent on either of those places, but he wasn’t giving up. Not yet.

He bookmarked that page, and the browser showed him another one. A Montreal Gazette article about Nicolas Leduc. “Leduc looks to break out of the art house circuit,” the headline said. Then the lede: “It’s hard to remember the last time a Canadian director won in the best film, or even foreign film, category, let alone an openly gay director who isn’t yet thirty.”

David bookmarked that and looked at the next tab, which was a Globe and Mail article. It was Adam Crichton, their finest film writer, interviewing Leduc in his Cannes hotel room. “He tells me that he’s diminutive—five-foot-five-inches—and shows me his driver’s licence to confirm. And that’s the last question he ever answers. He flutters around the hotel room, looking at the room service menu, testing the firmness of the mattress, then looking at the room service menu again. ‘I know what you want to know,’ he said. ‘I’m a bottom, except when I’m a top. I’m uncircumcised, and thank fucking God.’” Bookmark.

Then there was the text tab—a Guardian article where Leduc had insisted on being photographed under a certain lamp, and setting the lampshade in a way that made the lighting stream downward, casting dramatic shadows across his face. David rested his chin in his hand and examined the picture. It wasn’t flattering. It made Leduc’s brow look too heavy, his lips too full, and his features ten years older. Leduc lit people for a living. He must have known the effect it would have. It was almost like he wanted to hide, as if he wanted to be unflattering, although David couldn’t think of why.

He bookmarked that page and was left with a Google search bar. In it, he typed “Nicolas Leduc penis.” He clicked on the top result, a blog post titled “Nicolas Leduc bares all,” and there it was. Leduc stood in front of the mirror, his phone out in front of him, and his disproportionately thick penis hung against his closed thighs. His hair was messy, as if he’d just woken up, and his limbs were thin. His lightly muscled stomach lead toward a short, thick nest of pubic hair.

David opened the image in a new tab, clicked to make it bigger, and then right-clicked and saved it to his hard drive.

David slipped his laptop into the suitcase, then rolled everything out the door, grabbing his leather jacket along the way. It was September, and the weather was starting to cool. Soon, the leaves would turn from green to golden-yellows and oranges and reds, and driving through Quebec would be like driving through a Group of Seven painting. But David would be long gone by then. Long gone and paid.

He rolled the suitcase to the subway and carried it down the steps, muscles flexed until he reached the bottom. The usual guy was working the kiosk. David bought some gum and a large Pepsi for the drive. “I’ll be back in three days,” David told him. “Take care of yourself.”

“You too, my friend,” he said. It was rote, like blessing someone when they sneezed.

David hustled down the escalator, reaching the bottom just as the train arrived, and slid through the doors and into the crowd. A teenage girl stood just to his right, her eyes about nipple height. He glanced down at her phone just as she typed a whole line of the crying-with-laughter emoji. David wondered what it would be like to feel that much. At the next stop, she got off with the crowd. David sat in the nearest seat, a man in a dirty coat curled up on the seats across from him, his bare toe poking out of a hole in his shoe. Toronto’s east-west subway line went on for more than an hour, so it was possible to pay the fare and get a short rest.

David unzipped his suitcase a bit and felt around in it until he caught a pair of clean socks between his fingertips. He yanked them out and held them in his lap, staring at the floor as the train rocked back and forth. It had to be necessity, he thought, to be able to sleep on a narrow row of seats on a subway that dinged every five minutes. When David and Ivy were married, he would toss and turn all night, kicking and hitting her leg until she smacked him midsleep.

A gentle female voice called out his stop. David put the socks on the seat next to the guy, and exited.

He rolled his suitcase down the street to the rental car office—the cheapest one he’d been able to find—and entered. An impassive college-aged guy stood behind the counter, and David told him his name.

“Would you like extra insurance?” the guy said in a drowsy voice.

“What’s it for?”

“It just gives you another layer of protection in case you crash the car.”

“I won’t crash the car.”

The guy took his credit card, and David shifted his weight from one foot to the other as he watched.

“You’re not going to charge it right away, right?” he said. “That happens when I bring it back.”

“Yes.” The guy swiped the card and looked at the computer, then typed in a frantic series of keystrokes. He looked at the card again, holding it closer, studying it. David opened his mouth to explain. Yes, he didn’t have any money. Yes, it was probably maxed right now. Then the guy put it on the counter and slid it back to him.

“Take a look before you drive it,” he said as he handed the keys to David. “Just to make sure. And sign this form.”

David signed the form, then wheeled the suitcase out to a little orange PT Cruiser. He checked the plate number on the keys and looked at the car again. Okay. With a click of the button, the back hatch rose, and David hoisted his suitcase into the trunk. It didn’t fit, so he turned it a different way and shoved it in again. When he lowered the hatch, the suitcase hit the door.

He looked over and saw the guy watching through the window, chewing on a pen, so David made a production of circling around the car before he gave the guy a thumbs up. As he got in the driver’s seat, his knees hit the steering wheel; he fumbled frantically for the lever, and the seat shot back.

When he turned on the radio, his phone synced with it, which he knew because “City to City” by Gerry Rafferty started. David’s father had always listened to that song as he lay on his back under the family car, letting the oil spill into a bucket before he crawled out, smelling like grease and denim overalls, to put fresh oil in the car. He’d died ten years ago, and David had listened to Gerry Rafferty ever since. If he closed his eyes, he could see his dad grab his mom in the living room, the two of them swaying to the music as they had when they’d met at a Houghton barn dance.

He did that now, letting Gerry’s voice fill the car like smoke, then opened his eyes and turned off the song. The GPS glowed at him from the console, a little cartoon car sitting on a little cartoon road. When he punched in the address to the hotel, it read it back to him in a woman’s voice. “Heart-Shaped Box” by Nirvana started on its own as he pulled out of the lot.

The traffic opened up when he got to Highway 401, a long, province-wide stem of pavement that fattened around Toronto and went all the way to the Quebec border. Beyond that, it became Quebec’s Highway 20 and carried a willing traveler along the St. Lawrence River to the island of Montreal.

Somewhere near the Pickering nuclear plant, with the car in high gear, David thought about what Greg would think if he could see him now. Traveling felt like movement, like progress, and it felt like that more now with his hand on the wheel and the transport trucks rumbling by him. If his life was ever a movie, he thought he’d like a driving scene in it.

Montreal was only five hours of open road away, but it was another language. Another culture. If Bill C-29 passed at the federal government level, it might even become another country. Leduc’s father, François Leduc, was an MP for Plus Forte Quebec, a right-wing separatist party. If the bill he sponsored passed, there would be a referendum to separate. David had looked this up, too, but he’d never found a picture of Nic with his dad. He’d never even found an article where they mentioned each other.

David hadn’t actually written down any questions yet. After doing this for twenty-two years, he didn’t need to think about it much anymore. He’d researched a lot—the research was key—and he would walk in having scrawled down some questions in the margin of his notebook. As a journalism student, he’d typed up his questions, numbered them, and printed them off at school. Now, he knew what to say on instinct, and there wasn’t much he couldn’t get through.

David stopped at an ONroute in Cornwall to stretch his legs and fill the PT Cruiser with gas. When he wandered into the main building, sterile fast-food counters greeted him, and to his right, a convenience store with shelves of overpriced fruit and yogurt. He grabbed another bottle of water and granola bar and looked at a souvenir rack of stuffed beavers in Mountie uniforms. At Tim Hortons, he got a coffee with one sugar, the paper cup hot in his hand as he walked back to the rental car.

He squeezed into the car and shut the flimsy door, and when he peeled back the lid to his coffee, steam hit his face. With a click of the gearshift, he was off again.

David sipped the coffee along the featureless road, glancing up at the turnoff to Ottawa as he passed it. His old journalism friend, Luna, had invited him to visit her there a dozen times, and he never had. They’d worked together at the London Free Press, back when he and the rest of the world had thought Luna was a boy, and he’d heard the muffled jokes from his newsroom colleagues when she’d transitioned on the job. He’d heard one joke in particular when his head had been in the lunchroom fridge, the muffled version hitting his ears as he fished out his sandwich. He’d righted himself, and his voice had been deep and firm like a snapping branch. “Don’t be so fucking ignorant.”

Luna lived with her lawyer husband now, anyway, and worked in communications for the Ministry of Culture and Heritage, so she had the final victory.

The Canadian Shield, with its gentle, aged rocks, ceased peaking up along the highway, and the terrain grew flat again. Signs went from English to French just as a Matthew Good song came on. The deer signs turned increasingly urgent. Attention! they shouted, but it was pronounced differently here. Everything was.

His phone buzzed, and he glanced down but didn’t pick it up. He never did when he was driving. At the Toronto Sun, he’d written a story about a teenager, Tyler McCormick, who’d become a quadriplegic when he crashed his car while texting. David interviewed the kid in his bed, with his arms and legs stiff and his eyes darting back and forth like a bird’s. The last thing the kid had typed before his car hit a tree was Going to bring the…

“What was he going to say?” David had asked Tyler’s mom.

“Drake,” she had said. “He was going to a party with his friends, and he was taking some music. He was going to bring some Drake.”

“Tyler McCormick,” David said now, hand tightening on the steering wheel. He liked to say it once in a while, just to prove he remembered it. He’d interviewed thousands of people over the years, and they all felt vivid but inaccessible in his mind, like bodies in fresh graves.

His mom’s phone number appeared on the screen, and he hit the button to decline the call. Montreal was beginning, forming as hot, paved suburbs. The store names were different now. Jean Coutu. Couche-Tard corner stores. Traffic knotted a kilometre into the urban area, orange pylons springing up in lanes and signs in front of him flashing hot orange arrows. Over.

Get over. Get over.

Eighteen-wheelers sandwiched the PT Cruiser on either side, and David sat there, stopped, and checked his phone again. It was too late to go to the hotel. He had to go straight to Les Crêpes. He typed the name of the place into the car’s GPS, and a robot with a British accent talked back to him.

“Okay,” she said. “Taking you to Less Crêpes.”

“Less Crêpes,” David mumbled. “Take me to Less Crêpes.”

The traffic inched over the hill, and drills punctured the air from the other side of the truck. Ahead, the Montreal skyline appeared, with its a smattering of fresh, tall buildings, old stone churches peeking up between them. The clock numbers changed: 12:29…12:30. With ten minutes to spare, he got off on his exit and zoomed down Avenue du Parc.

He stomped on the brakes when a truck drifted lazily in front of him. “Fucker,” David bellowed and hit the horn. Then he veered into a streetside spot in front of the little cafe and parked.

All of this required a deep breath, in and out. Nicolas Leduc was inside. The boy who arranged the lighting to suit his needs. The boy with a petite frame and a dick the size of a plastic water bottle. The boy who had just made a film about a transgender gymnast and shot the actor, Bethany Robichaud, in close up, blemishes and all, as stark shadows painted her resolved expression. Nicolas had written that. Surely David already knew him, just a little.

When he entered, the place was half full. In the far booth, he spotted the back of Nic’s head; he knew it from the sandy-brown hair. David clutched his notebook as he walked toward him. He checked his phone. It was 1:01 p.m.

“Nic?” he said.

Nic glanced at David like a driver checking his blind spot, then gestured to the empty chair. “Have a seat.”

“I’m David.”

“I know,” he said. “I looked you up on Facebook.”

David sat and wondered what his Facebook looked like to this guy. His profile picture was a closeup photo of him, snapped from underneath when he was at his cousin’s wedding five years earlier. Otherwise, the photos were scarce. Him at his high school reunion ten years ago, posing with three guys he hadn’t talked to since. There might have been a photo of a Cure cover band.

Nic held a menu, tapping his fingers against the laminate. “I’m ready to order. I get the same thing every time. Are you eating?”

“Sure.” David turned over the menu and looked. Crepes, crepes, and more crepes. Some eggs. Some pancakes.

The server came over and addressed them in French. “Deux ouefs,” Nic said, “avec des pommes de terre et votre fruits ensemble. Oh, and a mimosa. Mon ami a besoin d’un moment.”

David glanced up at her. “I’ll just start with a coffee.”

The server rolled her eyes—just slightly—and walked away. It reminded David of when he’d visited Montreal for an eighth-grade class trip. They’d all gathered in Place d’Armes after their trip inside the ornate Notre Dame Basilica, and a rushed pedestrian, trying to get by them, hissed I hate the fucking English.

“This is the only time I’ll eat today,” Nic said. “Unless I eat chips when we get drunk later.”

David set the notebook in front of him, the pen on top. “We’re getting drunk later?”

“I have a party to go to, and I need a date.”

“You want me to be your date for the party?”

Nic didn’t answer, just leaned forward so his arms were against the table. His eyes raced over David’s notepad and phone.

He was even better looking in person, David thought. He’d have to tell Ivy.

“Are you recording on your phone?” Nic asked.

“Yeah. I was going to.” David lit up the phone and found his recorder app. “It just helps me take notes. It helps me remember what you said. Is that okay?”

“I hate interviews.” Nic sat back and scanned the room, where people sat in twos and threes.

David hit record and set the phone between them. “Why is that?”

“They misconstrue everything. You’ve probably heard I’m a brat. Am I right?”

David paused. “Well, yeah.”

“I’m not. That’s how they get misconstrued. But I want people to see my films, so I have to promote them.” Nic’s eyes skittered down at the phone. “Let’s just get to know each other first. I have questions for you. Where are you from?”

David glanced at the phone too. “Toronto. Originally Norfolk County.”

“What’s Norfolk County?”

“A little farm area about two hours southwest of Toronto.”

“Does it have cinemas?”

“Not really.” David turned the phone so the mic faced Nic. “Let’s talk about you though. Do you come here a lot?”

Nic sat back, tapping his fingers once on the table. His head snapped up when the drinks came. “Merci,” he told the server and sucked a big gulp of his mimosa.

David tapped some sugar into his coffee.

“Do you like sugar?” Nic asked.

David shrugged. “Sure.”

“Great,” Nic said in a chipper voice and sucked more of his mimosa through a straw. “How many of my films have you seen?”

“All of them.”

“Did you have a favorite?”

David picked up his pen and drew a squiggle across the top of the page, just to make sure it worked. “Your first one. Michel. About the boy the character you play is in love with, but the boy never returns his calls. He makes him chase him everywhere.”

“Why is that your favorite?”

David kept squiggling and thought about that. Nic had written and directed the film and played the main character. The lovestruck one. He recalled the slow-motion scene, where Nic’s character enters the room after their chance near kiss and sees Michel with a girlfriend, and the muted look of pain on Nic’s face. “It felt real. There was a truth to it.”

Nic sat back, sipping his mimosa. “Did you relate to it? Are you married?”

David let out a ha sound and wrote the date across the top of the page. “We don’t need to talk about me. I’m boring. So, your mom, she was an actress for a while, right?”

Nic set the mimosa on the table, and it created a slender wet ring. “She was in a ’90s Québécois TV series called Les Avocates. It was like a small French Law and Order. But you can google that.”

“And your dad, he’s a politician, right? With the PFQ?”

Nic nodded at the menu. “Pick what you want to eat. Everything’s good.”

David was aware of Nic’s fidgeting as he read. Nic rubbed the damp side of his mimosa glass with bitten-down fingernails. On his middle finger was one of his many tattoos—a little rune symbol David didn’t recognize.

The server returned, and David looked at her. “Is the banana crepe good?”

Nic interjected, “It is.”

“Okay. Banana crepe it is, then.” David handed her the menu, Nic surrendered his, and she disappeared. “You do come here a lot,” he said.

“I live near here. Down the street, in a condo. You’ll see it tonight. Google says you used to work for the Toronto Sun. Are you right wing?”
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