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The problem, according to her mother, her sister, her school counsellor Mrs. Hébert, and probably the Lord Himself if He had a spare moment to look down at Pickering, Ontario on a Tuesday morning in late August, was that Angelique was boy-crazy and completely unbothered by it.

Her mother's voice came up the stairs the way it always did on school mornings, starting somewhere reasonable on the ground floor and arriving at the bathroom door as something considerably more pointed. "Angelique. I mean it. Let's go."

"Coming."

She took the lip gloss back out. Applied it one more time. Pressed her lips together. Put it away.

Her mother looked up from the counter when Angelique came in. Then she looked at the shirt. "No."

"It is literally just a shirt, Mom. You don’t have to be like this. Times have changed. We don’t have to look like nuns anymore."

"It is not just a shirt and you know it. Go change, there is still time."

Her older sister by four years,Valérie appeared in the kitchen doorway in her housecoat, a mug of coffee held in both hands. Her expression showed entertainment at the situation.surveying the scene with the expression she reserved for situations that were simultaneously irritating and privately entertaining. "Where are you going dressed like that?" Valérie said.

"School, d’uh. Where else."

Angelique ignored her mother's comment about the shirt, slung her bag over her shoulder, and walked out the door into the August morning. She put her earbuds in and moved through the familiar streets with the automatic ease of someone who had been doing this walk since she was small enough that her mother held her hand on these same sidewalks. Left on Dundas, right on

Left on Dundas. Right on Ontario Boulevard. Past the plaza with its dry cleaner and its nail salon and its dollar store. She knew every crack in the pavement, every fence that leaned a little to the left, every house where a dog would bark as she passed and every house where it wouldn't. These streets were so thoroughly hers that she moved through them without thinking, her body doing the navigation while her mind did something else entirely.

Simone was waiting at the corner of Ontario Boulevard, her bag on her shoulder, her expression already informed.

"You're late."

"Whoopdeedoo. Four minutes."

"Seven. Your mom called my mom."

Angelique looked at her. "She did not."

Simone raised both eyebrows, which was answer enough. They had been best friends since the fourth grade, and with that territory came it’s own way of communicating without words.

The first day of senior year had its own particular energy, different from every other first day they had navigated together. There was relief in it, the relief of returning to something known after a summer of relative formlessness, but underneath that was something else, a low-grade awareness that this was the last time they would do this.People Angelique had known for years looked subtly different, some had new haircuts, some just looked more confident.  Or at least a guise or facade of confidence.  

She moved through the hallway easily.  It wasn't that she was the most popular girl in the school, or the most beautiful, she’d simply come to terms that she was who she was and wasn’t going to take up less space just because of where she did or didn’t fit in in Dunbarton High School.

By the time the afternoon bell rang she was warm and restless from too many hours in plastic chairs, and the thought of the walk home was genuinely appealing. The air through the school's front doors was better than the air inside. Simone came through the doors beside her and they stood for a moment on the steps, and Angelique was already digging through her bag for her earbuds when Simone stopped talking mid-sentence.

Angelique looked up following her friend’s gaze. And that’s when she saw him. He was in the far corner of the parking lot, leaning against a car with his arms loosely crossed, wearing a soccer jersey. Tall and blond, built like a Norse god and definitely older than seventeen. Her bag strap slid off her shoulder. He smiled at her, walking towards them whether his presence was welcome or not. His confidence tantalized Angelique, and alarmed Simone.

“Hi,” his voice came out considerably higher than what it should have.  It didn't match him in the slightest degree. Angelique brushed it aside, he was gorgeous.  “I’m Eric.”  He didn’t seem to think anything about his voice either.  

"Cool. I’m Angelique."

He looked at her for a moment in a long appreciative way. "You look older than the girls around you.”

She accepted this as the compliment it was dressed as while Simone stayed quiet, her eyes watching everything. 

***
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ERIC WAS ATTENTIVE in a way that felt like Angelique was worth the trouble. Boy-crazy, or not, she lacked the experience to know that this could be a skill as much as a natural trait. He started by picking her up from school. The first day she ditched Simone when he appeared at the parking lot again when the school bell rang its dismissal, the second day she told him to meet her two blocks away. It would give her enough time with Simone for her not to worry that Simone might blab to their parents. A sensible discretion was what Angelique told herself rather than the obvious- she was hiding Eric. She didn’t tell her parents about him- she couldn’t. He was much older than her, though she was mature for her age- her parents would never understand and would most certainly make it into something. She was merely protecting the most amazing relationship she’d ever been in...coincidentally, her first. She wasn’t about to let anything ruin it. 

A routine developed across the weeks that followed. He was at the corner, almost always with a coffee for her, and he drove them somewhere ordinary: the plaza, a park along the lakeshore, a drive-through with nowhere particular in mind afterward. They talked mostly about the mundane. He offered small details of his own life in portions over those weeks. He played soccer, had his own apartment in Whitby. He was thirty- he didn’t apologize for that fact. Angelique didn’t make a scene about it, she tucked it away with honor that he would pick her of all people. 

They didn’t always stay in the car. One afternoon he parked by the lake instead of the plaza and told her to get out. The water was grey-blue and stretched further than she had ever bothered to notice before. The wind came off it sharp enough that she tucked her chin into her collar.

“Cold?” he asked.

“I’m fine.”

He wasn’t listening for the answer. He took his jacket off and put it around her shoulders anyway. It was too big, heavy in a way that felt deliberate, like being given something that belonged to him. They walked along the path without any particular destination. He didn’t rush the conversation. He let it open where it wanted to. “You ever think about getting out of here?” he said after a while.

“Out of Pickering?” she laughed. “Every day.”

“Yeah?” He glanced at her. “You don’t seem like you belong in a place like this.”

She smiled at that, because it felt true, or close enough to true that she didn’t question it.

“Where do I belong then?”

“Somewhere bigger,” he said easily. “Somewhere people notice you.”

They stopped at a railing overlooking the water. He stood close enough that she was aware of him without him touching her, which was somehow worse than if he had. When he finally did, it was just his hand at the small of her back, light, guiding her forward half an inch. It was nothing. It was everything. She went home that evening with his jacket still smelling like him and told herself she had never felt like that before, which was true

By the third week he'd bought her a bracelet, silver and delicate, and she put it on in the car and wore it home and wore it to school the next day. Simone of course noticed it first. 

“You didn’t come to math,” Simone said.

Angelique shrugged like it wasn’t a big deal. “I had something better to do.”

Simone looked at her properly then. “You mean him.”

Angelique didn’t answer right away. She adjusted the bracelet on her wrist instead, turning it so it caught the light. “He got me this,” she said.

“Cool beans. But kinda weird accepting such a fancy gift from someone you barely know. Ever think he might want something in return?”

“I know enough.”

“You know what he tells you.”

“That’s how knowing someone works, Simone.”

“No,” Simone said, shaking her head. “It’s really not.”

Angelique felt the irritation rise fast, sharper than it needed to be. “Why do you care so much?”
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