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        Elixane Bi "Lixie" Bennet

      

      It is a truth, universally acknowledged, that any artist must be in want of a life.

      That includes me, Elixane Bi Bennet. Since I haven't made a killing as a glass dildo artist (yet), I could barely afford rent and risotto in Toronto, even with five flatmates in the remotest suburb nicknamed "Scarberia."

      Then this summer, I inherited my Great Aunt Aurora's yellow house in a town officially named Dildo. How could I resist crafting dildos in Dildo? We could build a new life in Canada's easternmost province of Newfoundland and Labrador.

      My five roommates and I piled into a used van that we named Velma. Good-bye, Gardiner Expressway gridlock. Hello, driving through three different provinces in August, plus a ferry across the Atlantic Ocean.

      That's a lot of license plate bingo and arguing over chargers en route to our new island home. But we finally headed north off the Trans-Canada highway, smelled the pine trees and salt in the air, and let the wind whip the tears out of our eyes. Grey clouds hung in the sky, partially protecting us from skin cancer.

      Once we reached Dildo, a town built on the side of a small hill overlooking the cove, we turned into a side street with a wide pothole. I spotted Great Aunt Aurora's bright yellow two-bedroom house with red shutters. Its front windows gazed at us like kind eyes, and I closed my eyes and wished.

      Please, please let people buy (or adopt, as I like to say) my gorgeous glass dildos.

      Yes, I'd inherited Aunt Aurora's two-bedroom home in the middle of town. I'd also won a Diamond Design Award last month, garnering a flurry of media articles, tripling my sales, and accruing more precious five star reviews.

      No, we wouldn't live large. Aunt Aurora hadn't left me cash for property taxes. Or heating. Or food for six.

      Still, we broke out into a spontaneous rendition of "Take Me Home, Country Roads," as we piled out of Velma the Van onto the driveway.

      I took a quick pic of the town's DILDO sign. They'd spelled it out in Hollywood-style white capital letters, on a forest hilltop overlooking the cove.

      Jayne seemed hypnotized by the mansion above and to the left of the sign. “Bibi, did you hear that someone rented the Netherfield estate?”

      I shaded my eyes from the sun that peeked out behind clouds, warming my face and sandalled feet. Netherfield, a four-story grey stone building, looked more like a museum than a family home. "Is that a tower in the middle, with a round top?" Holy phallic symbol.

      Jayne's brown eyes gleamed. "You like the Second Empire architecture and 5200 square feet of luxury?"

      "Sure." I cast a longing glance at our own new home before smiling at Jayne. I adore my bestie, who's mixed like me, although I'm Black and Asian. She's Black and white and sugar and spice, with freckles everywhere, to my great approval. Too bad she's switched back to guys for now. I get it, since I'm bi and monogamous too.

      To lighten the mood, I twerked at Jayne. "Heh. Netherfield. Get it? 'Nether' means lower-level."

      Jayne, too much of a lady to twerk back, did a shoulder shimmy. "Right, like 'nether regions.'"

      "Imagine a whole field of nether regions. I'd sell a truckload of dildos!"

      Jayne's gaze travelled back to the estate. "I saw Netherfield on Jimmy Kimmel." The talk show host had featured the town and commissioned the signature Dildo sign. "The shower was so big that you could hold your arms out and spin around without touching the walls."

      "Awesome." I waved at our four housemates waiting for us by the back door: the cuddle-worthy bearded white man who nodded back (Ben), the hyper-intelligent Guatemalan woman on her phone (Merry), and the elegant Vietnamese-Canadian model (Cat) bending to hug her short and sexy Austrian bestie (Lyd).

      "Want to check out our own shower?" I asked Jayne. "I'm willing to twirl like Maria in The Sound of Music." I'd probably get tangled in the shower curtain, but oh well.

      Aside from the breeze rustling Jayne's curls, she refused to budge. "A woman named Bing rented out all of Netherfield."

      "Huh. Bing posted about it?" I popped our trunk to wrestle out my heavy, hard-topped orange suitcase. Ugh. Velma the Van smelled like cheese.

      Still, I beamed as I faced our new home. I love the "jelly bean row" of house colours in Newfoundland, from Aunt Aurora's canary yellow to a loud and proud lilac, a pop your eyes out blue, and a brighter-than-boiled-lobster red. "You want me to carry something for you?" I asked. Jayne, a contemporary dancer, had undergone knee surgery last year. Now she figured out act two of her life.

      "No." Jayne carefully lifted her blue fabric suitcase onto the driveway. “Bing brought her entourage. One of them's a social media founder named D'Arcy.”

      That made me hum ABBA's "Money Money Money." An influencer's endorsement can have a ripple effect on hundreds, even thousands, of clients. A social media empire could mean millions. "How big's their entourage?”

      Jayne strapped her blue sleeping bag onto her suitcase. "They rented the entire place. All twelve suites.”

      I envisioned premium prices and wait lists for my art. “Let's go visit. I'll break out my business cards.”

      “Lixie, you can’t be serious!” Jayne nearly dropped the little pillow she'd tucked under her arm.

      “As serious as making sure that my dildos don't break. Which they don't.” That's everyone's number one question, answered in detail on my website. My borosilicate glass don't crack.

      I rumbled my suitcase past our wooden front deck with two folding chairs. Our housemates literally jumped up and down at the back door, which functioned as the main entrance.

      "Please don’t bring the business cards with dildos on them," Jayne said, her lighter skin already blushing with embarrassment.

      If only Jayne had more faith in my business. At least my melanin hid my own flush of disappointment. “My cards are art." I plucked a plain black card out of my black jeans pocket. Name, contact info, and a QR code only. “Happy now?”

      “No." Jayne hugged her pillow to her chest as she strode beside me. "Are you seriously rushing over to Netherfield to sell your dildos?”

      I shook my head. Jayne's shoulders relaxed until I said, “I’ll let Netherfield know how fabulous I am. If they choose to buy my art afterwards, that’s their decision.”

      “Bibi!”

      “Jayne. Baby. Don't you believe in me, or my art?” I shook the van keys at her, trying to cover the crack in my voice.

      “Of course!” Jayne's cheeks flamed brighter. “Small towns are different, though.”

      “I know, I know. Dildo, population 1,234 in 2016.” Pretty sure we have more people on one block in T.O. (Toronto).

      Jayne clasped her hands. “Numbers don't tell the whole story. I hope they’re okay with queer people and all races. Try not to stick out, okay?”

      I fluffed my curly black hair, which had doubled in size, thanks to the humidity. No way I could hide that, or my Asian eyes combined with generous lips and hips. People often stared when I walked in a room, whether they found me beautiful, over the top, or both. “You want me to go to Netherfield with someone else? I really don’t care.”

      Jayne released her suitcase so she could squeeze my hand. “You’re my Lixie Bibi girl. I’m never ashamed of you.”

      I exhaled. “Thank you.”

      "I only wondered, have you thought of doing some market research first?" Jayne brushed imaginary dust from her violet sun dress. "So you could customize your pitch?"

      I stared at her for a long moment before I hugged her. "I love it. All right, let's research Bing and Mr. D'Arcy!"

      Jayne stiffened in my arms.

      But art means daring greatly. And I had to pay the property tax bill in November.
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        Jayne

      

      "Come on, Lixie," groaned Lyd, the youngest and brattiest of our crew, as I unlocked Great Aunt Aurora's back door.

      I laughed back at the busty Austrian brunette. My friends often called me Lixie or Bibi, since Elixane Bi Bennet is a bit of a mouthful. Like me. I've got no issues with my curves, my colour, or my nicknames. Thanks, Dad and Mom.

      "You two just want dibs on the nicest bedroom." I pretended to block Lyd, but her best friend Cat, a six foot model nearly as quiet and slender as her feline namesake, slipped past us into the white-walled entry way. Cat left only her sandals behind, thanks to her Asian upbringing.

      "I've got to beat 'the brains!'" Lyd kicked off her sneaker, nearly kneeing Brain #1. Ben, our largest and calmest roommate, caught the sneaker.

      Merry, Brain #2, held onto the door frame and unlaced her shoes.

      Whenever someone complained that we had too many roommates to keep straight, Lyd labelled Merry and Ben "the brains" for their smarts. Lyd and Cat (Lyddiecat) became "the beauties." She called me and Jayne "the bis" because, well, we're bisexual.

      That's Lyd for you. Charming and ruthless. But it did work. Acquaintances could slot us into brains/beauties/bi instead of freezing up while meeting a sextet.

      "Thank you for bringing us here, Great Aunt Aurora," I said, admiring the tiled entryway that smelled like cleanser and boot polish. "Hey, let's thank my aunt by calling out our favourite Newfoundland towns. Mine's Dildo!"

      Jayne hung her coat above the washer that was ensconced deep in the hall closet. "I like Little Heart's Ease."

      "Spread Eagle's the best. Totally wick!" Lyd almost clipped us as she roared by the entrance, her socks slipping on the wood floors and her green hair trailing behind her.

      "Happy Valley," Cat called, all arms and legs and smoky eyes. "Reminds me of Stardew Valley. Dibs on the middle bedroom!"

      "Let me see!" Lyd squealed, pelting after her.

      "Little Burnt Bay," Ben muttered, as he finally managed to unknot his shoe. Slowly, he pushed himself to his feet. I shot him a half-smile of sympathy. Ben had burned out at his IT job, but would still work remotely while recovering with us by the sea.

      Merry offered Ben a hand before she turned to lecture me and Jayne, pushing her glasses up with one finger. "I would pick the oldest town, L'Anse aux Meadows, since I'm spending my study break researching Ancient Egyptian history. The Dorset people made it their home 300 years before the Vikings landed."

      "Yeah? Well, in recent history, we're claiming this room." Lyd pointed at the first bedroom past the hall closet. Cat stretched out on the single bed's blue and yellow diamond patchwork quilt. Lyd tossed herself at Cat's feet and argued that they should replace the lace curtain with a Jamaican flag. The beauties had landed.

      I backtracked to check the white bathroom to the right of the entrance, with a full-sized bathtub, a bright yellow shower curtain, and an adorable copy of Picasso's dachshund sketch.

      I caught up with Jayne in the kitchen on the other side of the bathroom, across from Cat and Lyd's room. I liked the tin ceiling and the wood cabinets mounted around the stove. The stainless steel faucet worked, and I smiled at the grass and trees outside, beyond the lace curtain.

      Jayne opened up the yellowing fridge. It didn't hum. I stared at it in dismay before Ben shouldered the appliance away from the wall to plug it in.

      We told him how brilliant he was, and I frowned at the black specks on the wall behind the fridge. Ben retreated to the living room beyond the kitchen, where he and Merry each claimed a lumpy couch to sleep on.

      That left the front bedroom for me and Jayne, a square room with a window overlooking the front porch. And, like in a romance novel, only one bed, but Jayne insisted on sleeping on the floor with a camping mat.

      That evening, I beckoned everyone into the living room. "Welcome to the first Longbourn family meeting. That's the name of this house, by the way."

      "A 'bourne' means 'small stream' in British English," Merry explained, setting out a chip bag and glasses of water on a beat up wooden coffee table. The climate had livened up her brown curls. "So Longbourn' means 'long stream.'"

      I laughed. "Imagine the 'Jason Stream' franchise."

      "'The Stream Identity.'" Ben grinned from beside me on the green couch that doubled as his bed. We faced the TV, with our backs to the front windows.

      "I've got a bit of a secret mission for you now," I told them. "Have you heard of Netherfield?"

      Merry pointed over my head at the mansion through the front windows. She'd settled beside Cat and Lyd on the red sofa on our left, beside the book case.

      "Hey, I'd live there." Lyd sprawled across the red couch, forcing Cat to slide down to the floor. "I hear they've got a gym and movie theatre!"

      "Exactly. We should make friends with them and see if they appreciate glass art," I said. "Jayne, can you tell us more about the renters?"

      Jayne kept dusting the bookshelf between the red couch and the TV instead of sitting down. "I followed Charlize 'Bing' Bingley. Her father sells online courses, and Bing's treating the rest of the family to a holiday."

      "Fantastic, right? Love generous rich people." I squeezed Ben's meaty hand. Ben smiled and gave a careful squeeze back.

      "D'Arcy's the real rich one," said Lyd, helping herself to a chip.

      Cat nodded, smoothing her waist-length black hair. "He made Stellar. Total tech bro."

      "What's Stellar?" Merry asked. Her round silver glasses reflected the light, making her expression harder to read.

      Lyd nearly crushed her chip in surprise. "You don't have a Stellar account yet?"

      Cat cut in more tactfully. "It's a social media platform that took off first with religious groups internationally—think the U.S. and China—before it went mainstream, and boom. I think D'Arcy's way richer than Bing."

      A traditional tech bro? My polar opposite. This did not bode well for my art. But you know what they say, don't self-reject. I had to try, for me and my Longbourn family.

      Merry clicked her tongue. "I read that D'Arcy takes care of a much younger sister."

      I scrolled through my phone. "Confirmed. I wonder what happened to their parents. Hey, does anyone know where exactly his family emigrated from in China? My mom came from there too, although she didn't anglicize her last name like the D'Arcys." I paused on Will D'Arcy's photo, especially his dark, magnetic eyes. "Dang. He is smoking." How had no one snatched the dude up yet?

      Cat coughed. "Could we turn on the heat? It's 'Fogust.'" Since the temperature had dropped after sunset, she'd donned a white Irish sweater and leggings. I could feel the chill in the living room, made worse by sitting on the hard wooden floor. Cat had come to Dildo to brainstorm a post-modelling career, not to freeze to death.

      "You can snuggle up to me," Ben offered. He was the oldest and hairiest in our crew.

      "Thanks, bear." Cat crawled in his lap, accidentally jabbing him with her elbow.

      "Oof," he said, and folded his arms around her. We all loved Ben, our big, ace (asexual) bear. He made us feel safe, from his receding brown hair and bushy beard to his big tummy and oversized feet. Basically our honorary dad.

      Lyd bounded toward the taped-up thermostat in the hallway near the kitchen. "I'll get the heat. Hang on, what's with the tape?"

      Jayne cleared her throat delicately. "I covered the buttons. We can't afford to turn on the heat unless it's desperate."

      "I'm desperate! You want me to go back to my cult?" Lyd had followed a cult leader to New York and Toronto before finding us.

      "Which brings me to my plan," I told them. "I can save us."

      "Glass dildos to the rescue?" Merry deadpanned.

      "Exactly. Hand blown, custom, body safe glass dildos. The perfect gift for anyone who has everything." I showed them all my teeth, daring them to make fun of me and my art. "Once I can charge thousands, with celebrities on waiting lists, we'll have it made."

      Merry sighed. "None of the stores here will carry your art. You asked, I asked."

      "True. We knew that would be a long shot coming in." I smiled at my own double pun before I sobered. "I still sell worldwide through my Artsy store, but shipping's gone up."

      Merry muttered in Spanish. Born in Guatemala, she also spoke English and French, and was now working on Arabic and Mandarin. She switched back to English for us. "I know you brought some inventory and plan to rent a glassblowing site in St. John's, Lixie. I only wish we could count on some Atlantic customers."

      Jayne's back straightened, and every freckle stood out on her face as she stared the rest of them down. "Maybe it's too late for regrets, and we should support Bibi here and now, since she's the only one capable of getting us out of this mess."

      "Hear, hear!" I said.

      "I have a job," Ben pointed out, while Cat patted his chest.

      "You do." I gave him a thumbs up. "Congrats on your remote work." Unfortunately, his company had slashed his IT pay on the excuse that Ben didn't need to cover Toronto housing and wouldn't come to the office. Ben couldn't fund the upkeep of six adults, and we all knew it.

      "It was fantastic of Aurora to pass on this house to you," Ben said back.

      "Rest in power, Great Aunt Aurora," said Cat, and we held our right fists in the air to honour this fantastic woman. GAA, as I occasionally called her, had married my widowed grandfather and survived him by half a decade. Yet she retained her zest for life, buying this house during a random vacation two years ago.

      Great Aunt Aurora had died too soon, albeit the way she wanted: in bed with gorgeous twins and one of my dildos, the Dream Bender.

      "The property tax bill is due in three months," said Merry.

      We all sighed on cue. Toronto, one of the most expensive cities in the world, can eat your paycheque and leave you nothing but toenail clippings and heartache. Still, at least in T.O., we'd had incomes.

      "Will they repossess the house if we can't afford the taxes?" Jayne whispered. "When I applied for work, they said summer tourist season officially ends in two weeks, in September."

      Cat drummed her long fingers on the sofa arm, making all of us edgy. "I left my résumé at the brewhouse, the North Atlantic Pub, and every store in town. The last two clerks said they'd call me, but ... "

      We all knew why they'd call Cat, and it wasn't for her skills on the cash register.

      "The Bed and Breakfasts aren't hiring either," said Lyd, "even though I told them I'm very good in bed."

      We all laughed. Cat crawled out of Ben's lap to smack a kiss on Lyd's cheek. Lyd rubbed her nose against hers.

      "I love you," I said, looking them each in the eye. "I didn't bring us here to fail. We've got Great Aunt Aurora's roof over our heads, and Ben's rice and beans for supper."

      "Pass," Lyd grumbled. Cat laughed at the pun.

      "But to thrive," I said, "we need money, honey. And what's the easiest way to make money?"

      "Steal it!" Lyd shouted.

      Jayne groaned.

      Cat uncrossed her legs. "Make friends with rich people."

      "There is no easy way to make money," Merry said.

      "That's true, but I pick door number two." I winked at them. "Netherfield's full of 'come from aways.' I bet they could use some company. And then maybe they'll want to support us."

      Lyd shouted "Ow!"

      Cat sprang up with a high kick.

      Jayne held up her hand to quiet us down. "They live on a gated property."

      "Oh ye of little faith." I held my phone in the air. "Tomorrow is Dildo Date, our new town's annual festival."

      "Dil-DO! Dil-DO!" my friends chanted, and we danced around the living room.

      Only Jayne pressed her lips together as she box-stepped by herself in the corner. I knew she had questions, like would our rich neighbours even come to Dildo Date?

      I winked at her and pointed at myself to show that I had a plan.

      Jayne's shoulders relaxed, and she spun gracefully on one foot.

      Of course, I was totally improvising minute to minute. But hey, rich neighbours!
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          LIXIE

        

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Mr. D'Arcy]
        

        Mr. D'Arcy

      

      On the dock behind the Dildo Cove Brewhouse, with the Atlantic Ocean laid out before us and a salty wind slapping my cheeks, I fell in love with the sea.

      We'd arrived early to watch the noon hour Dildo Date flotilla. I planted my heels on the planks and gazed out at a line of a dozen boats.

      "I've never seen a flotilla before," said Jayne, her little ponytail of dark curls waving in the breeze.

      "Me neither," said Cat. Even in my borrowed jacket, she huddled against the August wind. I wondered how she'd manage during the winter, and pushed the thought away. We would have enough money for heating oil and Christmas lights besides.

      I'd dressed for our Netherfield neighbours in jeans and a flirty scarlet trench coat. The red coat matched my stegosaurus stilettos, named in honour of the fabric spikes jutting from the heels.

      "What's a flotilla?" Lyd grinned at all of us from a wooden bench beside a metal statue of—get this—a giant squid.

      "A flotilla's a fleet of ships." Merry expounded in great detail for the landlubbers like me and Lyd.

      "So wick!" Lyd climbed on the bench and thumped her chest. Ben took a picture of her and Cat striking a pose on either side of the 22 foot squid statue.

      "This statue represents the squid they caught nearby in 1933," Merry informed us.

      "In Backside Cove," I read off the sign. The name made me grin, but I kept quiet, so as not to embarrass Jayne. Two fishermen had found the squid floating on the water.

      A wrinkled woman offered candy to a few children before rolling her walker over the dock's wooden slats toward us. "You must be the young people who moved into Longbourn, the old Finley house."

      "My Great Aunt Aurora's house," I said, smiling at the woman. She reminded me a bit of my Great Aunt Yoyo. Different complexion, but the same intelligence in her eyes.

      The lady shook her head. "That was the Finley house long before your aunt was a twinkle in her mother's eye."

      "We're not that young," Ben said.

      The lady laughed. "I'm 92 years old. You're all grandchildren to me. My name is Mrs. Lucas." We introduced ourselves, and Mrs. Lucas offered us hard candy.

      "Have you met the other new young people?" Mrs. Lucas raised her eyebrows at Netherfield.

      Jayne and I exchanged looks. "Have you?"

      Mrs. Lucas nodded. "I quite like Charlize Bingley. She brought me back the lid of my garbage can after it blew away. I'd tied the lid to the can, but the rope broke." More lines furrowed Mrs. Lucas's brow. "Very polite. Not like that other one. Mr. D'Arcy, is it?"

      Nothing augured well for D'Arcy as a dildo customer. I chirped, "Bing sounds lovely."

      Mrs. Lucas raised her eyebrows. "I told Charlize I'd call her by her proper name, just as I'll call you Catherine and Lydia." Mrs. Lucas indicated Cat and Lyd.

      "Awesome. Is Charlize coming to the flotilla?" I yelled while the boats started their engines.

      Mrs. Lucas shouted back something about cribbings, which made me shrug and shake my head.

      People cheered as the boats puttered onto the water. Many of them had been decorated with those pretty triangular flags, and I laughed at names like The Codfather and Master Baiter. Ooh, maybe I could use that name for a new product.

      Although clouds blotted out the sun, it didn't rain, and my heart lifted even without sighting our rich neighbours.

      Ben pointed to a series of light bulbs strung along the wharf. "Did Mrs. Lucas say 'light up the cribbings'? I think that's the support frame underwater, often made of wood."

      "I only understand half of that, and not only because my first language is German," Lyd said.

      I wrinkled my nose. I didn't get it either. "They'll set up electricity underwater?"

      "The cribbing's underwater, but looks like they set lights above it." Ben rubbed his belly. "If you pay five bucks, they'll hang a bulb for someone you love."

      A few drops of rain hit my hair. "I should get on that."

      Ben gently raised his palm. "I already got one for Aunt Aurora. We can't forget her."

      I sighed with relief. I hadn't liked Mrs. Lucas calling Longbourn the Finley house, as if my aunt had never existed. "Thank you."

      "No, Lixie, thank you," Ben said seriously.

      Jayne held up her phone. "They'll have live music and dancing tonight."

      "Fantastic!" That'd get them in the mood for sex toy shopping.

      We returned to the dock at 8 p.m. to eyeball the unlit lightbulbs strung on cables above our heads.

      "Do you think Bing's here?" Jayne stood on her tiptoes, peering for rich Netherfielders. "Where's Cat? She can see over everyone's heads."

      A server moved through the crowd with beers and small plates on a tray. Could I afford a burger and lager for six?

      Lyd laughed, and I spun around to watch her flirt with a man so tall and skinny that he practically bent himself in two in order to hear her. Meanwhile, another man offered Cat his waterproof coat. I grinned, and Ben and Merry headed toward us.

      The wind picked up again. I hadn't brought gloves, because who needs gloves in August?

      Newfoundlanders, apparently.

      We stuck together for warmth, especially Cat, but even Ben looked discomfited when the wind whipped what was left of his hair.

      I sniffed and shuffled my stegosaurus heels while people spoke, with a lilting Newfoundland accent, about how these light bulbs represented the loved ones we'd lost.

      Thanks for your daring and your generosity, Great Aunt Aurora, I thought. We'll see this through.

      We observed a moment of silence for the fishermen who'd lost their lives. Then a sturdy woman, her dark hair threaded with grey, gave a signal.

      The oldest fisherman in the village, "97 years young," flipped a switch. Dozens of bulbs lit at once, while the ocean waves ebbed and flowed in the background.

      We all gasped and clapped at the miracle of electricity lighting up the night sky with the memories of those we loved.

      "Everything's going to be okay," said Ben. We weren't the first to come to the Rock with a dream in our hearts and nearly empty pockets.

      Mrs. Lucas nudged my left side. "Here they come."

      A blond woman led a party of five down to the harbour. She raised her face to the light bulbs, her eyes already aglow in wonder and laughter. Two other women and two men followed in her wake.

      "That's Charlize Bingley." Mrs. Lucas nodded at the leader. "She brought her two sisters and the married sister's husband." She clucked her tongue. "And just look at that Mr. D'Arcy."

      As if compelled, my eyes zapped right to Mr. D'Arcy.

      Tall, check. Dark, check. Handsome in a brooding Asian way, check, and please pass the smelling salts. His black hair with a fade at the sides, his serious expression, and his lean build all made me straighten up at attention, especially combined with his don't-mess-with-me vibe.

      "I hear he's rich too," said Mrs. Lucas. "And he's only 35."

      A year younger than me, and already radiating power and money. I quickly averted my gaze from D'Arcy. "Good for him."

      Mrs. Lucas twinkled at me from under the lightbulbs. "Maybe you can dance with him." She pointed at the band setting up on a small platform near the harbour, starting with the drum kit.

      "Maybe." Sometimes you have to let them come to you. The standoffish ones can get squeamish about sex toys.

      Charlize Bingley beamed at all of us. "I love this place!" she called. "It's like magic!"

      We all melted under her approval. She wore thigh high leather boots that were probably as warm as they were sexy, and a white wool cape with a fancy hood that I coveted instantly.

      This woman had influencer written all over her. I bet she'd know exactly what to do with a dildo too. I waved at her, and she waved back.

      Her sisters shivered in crop tops, leather pants, and leather boots. I couldn't fault them since my crew hadn't dressed for Newfoundland success either. I liked that Bing's sisters cared about fashion and mirrored each other. Maybe they'd buy matching products.

      The husband also wore leather pants and boots, topped by a heavy hat and pea coat, as if his upper half had conformed to his new environment while his lower half clung to his city roots. The taller sister kissed his cheek.

      I gazed past them, including the delicious Mr. D'Arcy, to squint into the night. A dozen dildo prospects beat five. "I heard there were twelve people at Netherfield?"

      Mrs. Lucas shook her head. "I think that's everyone except Charlize's mother."

      I chewed my lip before I shook out my shoulders. I had to think internationally. If Bing and D'Arcy signed up, the world would follow suit. "Thank you."

      When the band started their sound check, the guitar player played a riff from Chris Isaak's "Baby Did a Bad, Bad Thing," and my eyes shot back to the divine Mr. D'Arcy. Yes, all the D words applied to this man.

      Mrs. Lucas trundled her walker toward D'Arcy, who looked slightly discomfited even before she yelled at him, "Would you like some candy, young man?"

      He shook his head. "I don't eat sugar." His beautiful baritone hung in the air.

      Mrs. Lucas insisted he take a sugar-free sweet that he shoved in his pocket. A few others gave D'Arcy an odd look. Normally you'd smile at a grandmotherly type.

      Well, you can bring the boy to Newfoundland, but you can't make him re-think. I turned to charm Charlize instead, but the band ripped into a song called "There's Gonna Be a Time Tonight."

      The crowd roared with approval, the fiddler leapt onto centre stage, and someone spun Charlize into a dance. She stumbled over the first step before she tossed her head and joined in.

      I clapped, enjoying her devil may care spirit. If only I could talk to her.

      A man handed Charlize a bottle. She wrested off the cap with her bare palm, a trick I'd never mastered. Maybe this woman had teeth after all.

      After downing the beer, Charlize held out her hand to a laugh-lined woman whose big brown eyes had been accentuated by silver eye shadow. Mrs. Lucas nudged the woman and prompted her. "Charlotte."

      "Want to dance, Charlotte?" Charlize Bingley laughed.

      "Can you call me Shar?" Charlotte mumbled.

      "Yes, if you call me Bing." And just like that, Shar and Bing whirled away.

      Jayne's eyes shone while she watched Shar stepping from side to side and Bing clapping her hands. "I like her."

      "Which one?"

      Jayne faced Bing, vibrating with excitement, and my heart sank. Rich people make the world go 'round, especially if they're generous and not the how'd-you-think-we-got-rich tightwads. But you shouldn't hand them your heart.

      I tried to distract Jayne. Once she started dancing, no one could resist her. "Want to look at the ocean?"

      "Sure," said Jayne, but I had to steer her away from Bing. Cat danced madly to stave off the cold, and Lydia had commandeered a short man to do the Twist.

      We heard more than saw the waves, now that night had fallen and the tide had receded. Jayne twisted the silver ring on her pinky finger, one foot tapping to the beat. The fiddle called to her.

      Then a man's voice cut through the music. "No, thanks."

      I twisted around to watch Mr. D'Arcy refuse a dance with a little girl who'd curtseyed in front of him. He did offer her the sugar-free sweet from Mrs. Lucas, but the girl took a step back from the stranger with candy.

      Jayne and I exchanged horrified looks and rushed over to the girl.

      I try to give everyone at least one pass because of that saying, "Be kind; everyone you meet is fighting a hard battle." Mr. D'Arcy may not have felt comfortable dancing with a little girl, especially as a man of colour in a new monoculture. At least he'd tried to make up for it with candy. Still, the locals raised their eyebrows and shook their heads.

      The little girl whirled to show us her skirt, and we danced to "The Islander" until she should've forgotten all about D'Arcy, who'd walked away from us.

      While we applauded the end of the song, I remembered that D'Arcy apparently looked after his sister. Could this child have reminded him of that sister, or maybe some sort of tragedy with his parents?

      After the little girl spun away, and before I could figure out Mr. D'Arcy's issues, a senior citizen insisted on teaching me how to waltz.

      Jayne promptly sparkled up at Bing, who said, "Are you new here?"

      "Definitely," Jayne said. She might even have blushed.

      The senior took my hand while I cleared my throat at Jayne.

      "I'm Bing." The heiress's smile brimmed with charm. "Want to dance?"

      "Forever," said Jayne.

      My heart ached at my friend's vulnerability. Don't forget the game, I wanted to tell Jayne. Maybe women don't play around as much as guys, but you still have to play the game!

      Bing drew Jayne into her arms for "Mari-Mac," one of my favourite songs from Great Big Sea. I checked for any homophobic side eye. None came, and I noticed a few elderly ladies dancing together too.

      I relaxed while the senior citizen told me, "We got dancing lessons here."

      "What kind of dancing?" I shouted over the music.

      He might have said something about "close to the floor" and "plank 'er down."

      "I wish I could."

      "Aww, dancing's in your blood! Give 'er a rip!" He twirled around the dock, surprisingly light on his feet, to a song that did indeed seem to be called "Plank'er Down." I applauded.

      When he returned, sweating profusely, he handed me a card for his family's dance studio. I exchanged it for a card of my own and waved him on to his next partner.

      Lyd and Cat attempted to step dance while Jayne saluted them, her cheeks still flushed.

      Merry and I hit the photo booth beside the bar. We tried on sou'westers, which were floppy yellow hats, before she took a phone call.

      I kicked off my stegosaurus high heels at a bench next to the shoreline. If you're going to delete your worst photos, might as well hang out beside the giant squid statue.

      Bing's light voice caught my ear from the opposite side of the squid. "D'Arcy, please don't stand around all night. We're here to have fun."

      "You're here to have fun," D'Arcy said. "Here, have a candy."

      I rolled my eyes and flexed my toes while Bing unwrapped Mrs. Lucas's candy. At least it had finally found a good home.

      "I mean it. Dance with someone. Anyone," Bing pleaded. I recognized the feeling. She couldn't enjoy herself if the rest of her flock was upset. Good. If nothing else, the rich girl cared about her friends.

      "Sorry," D'Arcy said. "Jet lag. I should head. You dance for me, okay? You're the extrovert. I'd rather read."

      The man had a point. As an ambivert who toggled between introversion and extroversion, I appreciated book time too. I felt the dock rock up and down with the murmur of the waves. Then D'Arcy had to ruin it.

      "Your sisters are already drunk, and I won't dance with anyone I don't know."

      Bing protested, "It's a tiny town. You could meet them all in a heartbeat. I can't get over how gorgeous they are." She sighed in satisfaction.

      Well, at least Bing had good taste.

      “You already locked down the most beautiful one,” D'Arcy said.

      I shrugged to myself. Jayne is smoking. No denying that.

      Bing scoffed, “I did, but did you really look? That one at the photo booth, with the dinosaur heels? I’ve never seen anyone like her.”

      I glanced down at my stegosaurus shoes with triangle spikes of fabric. There can only be one. Too late to jump up and yell, “I can hear you." I’d wait for D'Arcy to head out. Or fall off the dock. One or the other.

      “Oh, yeah, her.” D'Arcy didn’t sound too stoked.

      I bristled. Maybe literally, since humidity doubled my hair volume.

      “You like them artsy, don’t you?”

      D'Arcy lowered his voice so I could barely hear him over the waves. “She’s okay.”

      I waited for I don’t like Black girls. Happened way more than you'd think, especially to darker-skinned lasses. Even in the 21st century.

      D'Arcy scraped up something only slightly better. “I’d give her a solid 7 on 10, definitely tolerable⁠—”

      Gee, thanks. Meanwhile, Mr. D'Arcy scored absolute zero on my scale. Zero kelvin.

      "—but I'm not into leftovers."

      Leftovers? Please. I stuck my feet back in my stegosaurus shoes, ready to walk.

      "Don't think like that!" Bing exclaimed. "Remember what my guru said, that we create our own reality? Just dance. What do you need, another skydiving supermodel?"

      D'Arcy's shoes clunked on the wharf as he stood up. "Let's get you back to the dance floor. Don't waste your time with me."

      I won't, buddy, I mentally assured him as Bing led them away. Honestly, this whole mess would make a good standup comedy routine.

      If random strangers can’t see your gloriousness, it's. Their. Loss.

      And mine, because with a butt that tight, he'd never promote dildos.

      I danced with my friends until 2 a.m. As we weaved our way home, Jayne trailed our group, smiling over memes Bing had texted her.

      I peeked to make sure they weren’t sexting already. The grouchy cat on Jayne's screen reminded me of D’Arcy. Only cuter.

      “I found someone else who’s on BookTok!” Merry raved.

      “Who?”

      “Shar Lucas. She checked out my feed and said she couldn't wait to read some of my recs.”

      “Cool.” I recognized Shar as the woman who'd danced first with Bing. “I like her.”

      "Her grandma runs her life, though."

      I saluted Mrs. Lucas, the candy-wielding grand matriarch.

      Lyd belched. "At least Shar has BookTok."

      "Me too," I said.

      Lyd nudged me. "Sort of."

      I laughed because Lyd knew me so well. The books I read for artistic inspiration and business tips didn't hit the For You Page on BookTok.

      “I could have danced the entire night.” A stunning Cat spread her arms as if to catch the night sky. Incredible that she hadn't passed the D'Arcy test. Not that anyone could without a skydiving rig for her, and a brain and personality transplant for him.

      “You and me, babe. Party like the wick.” Lyd stuck her behind out, and Cat ground against her while both of them held imaginary drinks in the air.

      Cat grinned at me from above Lydia. “We should lock down one of the rich dudes, though. If Jayne already has dibs on Bing⁠—”

      Jayne giggled. Her phone whooshed as she sent an Awkward Yeti cartoon to Bing.

      “—then maybe Lixie could take the other guy.”

      I nearly choked in my haste to warn them off. “You mean D'Arcy? He said he's 'not into leftovers.' He'd rather have a skydiving supermodel.”

      “WTF?” Cat planted her hands on her hips.

      “That’s what I said.”

      Lyd scratched her nose. “Then why did he come here? Supermodels have gone extinct anyway, but did one ever make it to Dildo?”

      “Maybe a super Model T Ford,” I said, and we giggled, even though an antique car would probably rust by the ocean.

      “We should egg his car!” Lyd ran ahead of us, punching the air.

      “Or key it.” Cat winked at me.

      I shook my head. “I'd rather kick him in the leftovers.”

      “The leftovers!” we shouted, and Lyd led us down to the shore to shriek, “THAT'S US!” at the waves, as you do in Newfoundland.

      Lyd almost turned an ankle on the rocky shore. We rushed back to the road, still screaming.

      I fell asleep that night, smiling as I dreamt of D’Arcy falling in the ocean. Oh, I wouldn’t let him drown, but he could soak his head and howl about his blue balls for a few minutes. That would do him good.

      And no, I wouldn’t sell him a dildo afterward.

      Some people don’t deserve my dildos.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 4

          

          
            Bing's the Thing

          

          LIXIE

        

      

    

    
      "I don't want to jinx it, but Bing really does it for me." Jayne lay on her sleeping bag and stared up at the ceiling of our little bedroom, hugging her stuffed dog to her chest. The morning light shone on her angelic, freckled face. "She's smart—you know Bing still works, even though she has a trust fund⁠—"

      Which gave Bing even more money to spend on my dildos. I liked her better already. I pounded my own pillow flat. For some reason, my friends had bought too-fat pillows on sale when we moved here. Good for propping myself up to read, bad to sleep without feeling like I'd get consumed by a polyester cloud.

      "—she makes me laugh, she asked to meet my friends, and she never says a bad word about anyone." Jayne kissed the head of Toby, her stuffed dog.

      I nodded. Bing had welcomed us all, offered us drinks, and hadn't assumed the Longbourn League were blood relatives. It had really annoyed me when Jayne and I were dating, and strangers had asked if we were sisters. Yes, and I'm banging her on the regular.

      As Jayne's good friend without benefits now, I said, "Bing's nice. Cute, too. Full package."

      Jayne poured each of us a glass of water, mindful of rehydrating us after our night out. She set mine beside my bed, on the night table. "Can you believe that she danced with me and sent me the cutest puffin meme?"

      "Yes. You're awesome, and so are puffins. Why shouldn't she?" Since she's on a forced break from dancing, Jayne has asked us to build up her confidence about more than how she looks and moves. I'm happy to oblige.

      Jayne smoothed her oversized T-shirt over her stomach. "Bing could have anyone, though. She must get hit on five hundred times a day."

      "Sure." Not gonna lie, I'd dance with someone whose spare change could rent out Netherfield and still buy a round of drinks. Bing seemed bland, but whatever. The world could use more good people.

      "She called me her puffin." Jayne's eyes widened. "I think it's a sign. That's, like, my favourite bird."

      "Mine too." I added politely, "She seems nice, which is a huge relief. You always go for dumb dicks."

      "Lixie!" Jayne set down her water with a click. "You call yourself a dumb dick?"

      I dimpled at her. "You're welcome back any time."

      That made her laugh and cover her bow-shaped mouth.

      "Any time," I repeated.

      "Tempting," she agreed, "but right now, I'm obsessed with Bing."

      "I can tell. You're super subtle about it, but I've got deductive powers as well as dildos."

      "You've got a one track mind." Jayne stood and bent at the waist to stretch out her right hamstring. Post knee-injury, she pretty much stretched, danced, or did physio whenever she wasn't sleeping.

      "But it's such a good track! And I'm funny about it."

      Jayne smiled as she raised one leg in the air. "And a little proud of your dildos, maybe?"

      I stuck out my chest. "Girl, I got a right to be proud."

      "No argument here. You are the best." Jayne switched to the other leg. "And this house is a dream come true."

      I had to laugh at her whole-heartedness. "One thing I love about you"—and will miss when Bing breaks your heart—"is that you see the good in everyone."

      "Not everyone." Jayne tested the limits of her extension.

      "Ev-e-ry-one," I stressed. "Sure, lots of people are optimists, but you genuinely take joy in people you meet. You believe in the fundamental goodness of humankind."

      "Stop." Jayne thumped her foot back on the ground. "I can't handle it."

      Yet another reason I worried about her. I forged onto another topic. "Did you meet Bing's sisters? They seem, uh … "

      "Once you get to know them, they're chill. Bing said her sister Caro will live with her at Netherfield all month."

      "Which sister is that?"

      "The younger one without the husband."

      Oh, the shorter brunette with a geometric haircut. They'd both stared, whispered, and laughed before complaining about the poor cell signal.

      "They're influencers," Jayne said, which I could have guessed. "They want us to follow their accounts."

      "I bet they do." But I would. That was how you played the game.

      "Maybe they wouldn't mind showcasing your product." Jayne rolled her shoulders.

      "Maybe." One day, I'd sell so many dildos online and internationally, I wouldn't have to cater to rich snobs next door. Today was not that day.

      "I heard them complaining about Bing, though." Jayne strolled to the window on the west side of our room and ran her finger along the blind slats.

      "Really? Why?"

      "The husband, Hurst, said it wasn't fair for Bing to inherit the parents' estate, on top of her job and trust fund. 'She doesn't need that much money.'"

      I made a face. None of his business, although I understood. "Shouldn't the other two sisters work, inherit, and get a trust fund, too?"

      Jayne shook her curls and drank her water. "Bing was the only one who inherited a trust fund from their great-grandmother. The other girls hadn't been born yet and weren't named in the will."

      I raised my eyebrows. "So Bing treats them to vacations out of guilt, and they complain about her behind her back?"

      "Pretty much."

      As I might say when channeling my Cantonese-speaking grandmother, Ai-yah! Of all the prospects at Netherfield, only Bing seemed promising.

      I tossed my pillow in the air and caught it one-handed. At least that meant I could ignore D'Arcy forever.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 5

          

          
            Apricots and Aspirations

          

          LIXIE

        

      

    

    
      Jayne pirouetted into the kitchen while I tried to sleep off my tiny hangover post-Dildo Date. Too soon, my phone buzzed.

      
        
          
            
              
        Shar

      

      
        Want to come over?

      

      

      

      

      

      Right. Shar Lucas. The one who'd danced first with Bing. The one with the fearsome grandma.

      
        
          
            
              
        Lixie

      

      
        For sure! What should I bring?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Shar

      

      
        Nothing. My grandmother already made tea and apricot raisin cake for your whole house. You're not gluten-free, are you?

      

      

      

      

      

      I sent her back a bunch of emojis assuring her we'd nom that gluten-y cake, and then drafted the rest of my crew.

      "Shouldn't we stay home?" Lyd yawned.

      "We need to meet our neighbours and get the money, honey," I reminded her.

      Lyd groaned and dragged herself into the shower to drain our hot water tank.

      "Maybe D'Arcy and Bing will come too," said Cat.

      "Sure!" I chirped instead of snorting. Merry reluctantly set down her book and brushed her teeth.
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