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Chapter One: Linden
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I grew up in Harrow Creek, Ontario, which is less a town and more an agreement between a gas station, a Tim Hortons, and about four thousand people who all went to the same high school and never really left. The kind of place where your neighbor knows what you had for dinner because they could smell it through the wall, and where the biggest event of the year is the charity hockey game between the volunteer firefighters and the guys who work at the lumber mill. There's one main street. A dollar store. A church with a crooked steeple that nobody's fixed since 2011. Harrow Creek sits about forty minutes north of anywhere that matters, and the highway bypasses it like the province itself forgot we were here.

My name is Linden Cross. Most people call me Lin. I'm twenty two, about five eleven on a good day, and I've been finishing my communications degree at Wilfrid Briar College for what feels like the last hundred years. The campus is in Harrow Creek because of course it is, this sad little commuter school shoved into a converted elementary building with a parking lot that floods every March. My parents live two towns over in Millet Falls, close enough that my mom still drops off Tupperware containers but far enough that she can't see how I actually live.

I'm not special. I need to say that up front because it matters for what comes later. I'm not ugly but I'm not the guy girls pick out of a lineup either. I've got brown hair that does whatever it wants. Thin build. I can't grow facial hair, not even the patchy stuff some guys manage. My arms are smooth, my legs are smooth, my chest is smooth. I shave maybe once a week and even that's generous. When I was seventeen my friend Dale told me I had a great ass for a guy and I punched him in the shoulder and didn't talk to him for two days, which looking back was probably more telling than I wanted it to be.

College was supposed to fix things. That's what they sell you when you're in high school, isn't it. Get the degree, get the internship, get the job, buy a house, die of something boring at seventy eight. I believed it because what else was there to believe. I did two internships, one at a radio station in Brampton where I mostly fetched coffee, and one at a marketing firm in Barrie where I made a spreadsheet that nobody looked at and then got laid off when they downsized. Neither one turned into anything. Both of them sit on my resume like two little lies that technically aren't lies but feel like them.

I live in an off campus apartment on Riverside Drive with my roommate, Duncan Walsh. We've been sharing the place for almost two years now. It's a two bedroom unit in a brown brick building that smells faintly of cooking oil no matter what time of day. The carpet is that municipal beige that could be hiding anything. The bathroom fan doesn't work. The kitchen window faces a brick wall about three feet away, so cooking dinner feels like cooking dinner in a coffin.

Duncan got the master bedroom because Duncan pays more rent. Which is fair. Duncan is twenty three and already working a real job. Some kind of junior analyst position at a consulting firm in Barrie. He commutes forty minutes each way and comes home smelling like printer toner and whatever cologne he bought at Shoppers Drug Mart. He's stocky, sandy haired, has the kind of jaw that looks good in photographs and the kind of confidence that comes from being employed. He's a decent enough guy. Pays his share on time. Doesn't leave dishes in the sink for more than a day. Watches hockey every night during season and true crime documentaries in the off months. We're not best friends but we're not strangers either. We exist in that comfortable middle zone where you can eat cereal in your underwear in front of someone and nobody mentions it.

The money situation is where things get bad.

I work twelve hours a week at the campus library. Shelving books, scanning returns, answering questions from first years who can't find the printer. It pays fourteen seventy five an hour, which after tax comes out to just enough to make me feel like I'm doing something without actually covering anything. My share of rent is seven twenty a month. Groceries run me another two hundred if I'm careful. Phone bill. Internet split. The occasional beer when Duncan drags me to Kelsey's on a Friday.

I did the math in October, sitting on the floor of my bedroom with my bank app open and a calculator I didn't need because the number was simple enough. I had enough to get through December. Maybe January if I stopped eating lunch. After that I was looking at credit card debt or a phone call to my parents that I'd rather chew glass than make.

My dad is a pipe fitter. My mom works reception at a dental office. They're not poor but they're not comfortable either, and they made it pretty clear when I left for college that the financial training wheels were off. "You're a man now, Lin." My dad said that at the door the day I moved out. He shook my hand instead of hugging me. He's not a bad father, he just doesn't know what to do with a son who can't change a tire and once cried at a nature documentary about elephants.

So that was the state of things. Final semester. No job lined up. A degree that would qualify me to do roughly the same things I could do without it. A roommate who had his shit together in the way that made me feel the gap between us growing wider every week. And a bank balance that made my stomach tighten every time I looked at it.

I downloaded the dating app on a Tuesday night in November. I was lying on my bed staring at a water stain on the ceiling that looked vaguely like a seahorse if I squinted. I had been staring at it for probably twenty minutes. I picked up my phone, went to the app store, typed in the name of the one everyone was using, and hit download. It wasn't some grand decision. I just needed something to do that wasn't staring at a seahorse shaped water stain and thinking about money.

The profile took me longer than it should have. I picked three photos. One of me at Dale's cottage from last summer, squinting in the sun. One of me in a flannel shirt that I thought made me look like I went outdoors more than I did. One of me with a friend's dog, because everyone says put a dog in your profile. I wrote a bio that was short and slightly too honest. Finishing my degree. Trying to figure out the rest. I like bad movies and good coffee. I set my age range and my distance and my preferences, women, and started swiping.

Most of the profiles were familiar. Girls from campus. Girls from the towns nearby. A few profiles that were clearly bots with stock photos and bios that read like they'd been written by someone who'd never met a human woman. I swiped left more than right. Not because I was picky but because I couldn't imagine what I'd say to any of them. Hey, I'm broke and terrified of the future, wanna grab a Tim's? Great opening line.

A week went by. I got a few matches. One conversation that lasted four messages before she stopped replying. One girl who asked me if I was into crypto and then sent me a link to a website. I was starting to think the whole thing was a waste of time, which it was, but at least it was a different waste of time than the ceiling stain.

And then.

It was a Thursday. I remember because I had a Thursday morning class I hated and the only way I got through it was by promising myself I could do something brainless afterward. I was on the couch, still in my coat, scrolling. The notification popped up at the top of my screen.

New match.

I opened it. And I actually put my phone down for a second and picked it back up because I thought I'd made a mistake.

Her name was Vanessa. Her profile said she was thirty six. Her photos were. Well. The first one was a headshot, close up, dark hair falling past her shoulders, green eyes, a mouth that looked like it was about to say something you'd remember. The second was a full body shot at what looked like a restaurant patio, tight black dress, legs crossed, wine glass in hand. Third was her in workout clothes at a gym, which is not usually a photo I care about but she was looking directly at the camera with this expression that I can only describe as someone who knows exactly what effect they're having on you and finds it a little funny.

She was out of my league. Not by a small margin. By several leagues, an ocean, and possibly a different sport entirely.

I stared at the match notification for maybe a full minute. Then I closed the app and opened it again to make sure it was real. It was real. She had liked me first. She had swiped right on me, Linden Cross, shelver of library books, wearer of flannels, owner of a bank account that made grown men weep.

I didn't message her. I was sure it was a bot. Or a catfish. Or some kind of social experiment I'd see on YouTube later. I put my phone in my jacket pocket and made a peanut butter sandwich and ate it standing at the kitchen counter, and when I checked my phone again there was a message from her.

Hey cute boy. Took you long enough to show up on here.

I chewed the last bite of sandwich very slowly.

I didn't respond for another hour. Not because I was playing it cool but because I typed and deleted about fifteen different responses and none of them felt right. I settled on something that was trying very hard to seem casual.
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