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CHAPTER ONE


Marley


When Marley Kamal was a young girl imagining her future, she pictured fabulousness. Gorgeous clothes, tons of friends, and the most glamorous job in the fashion industry. She wasn’t too upset that reality came nowhere near those lofty expectations, since as an adult she discovered that peopling wasn’t all it was cracked up to be, anyway. But she was surprised so much of her adult life would be focused on breasts.


Talking about breasts. Looking at breasts. Worrying about breasts. And corralling breasts was the most challenging of all.


“I need my boobs to sit here!” said Angel Durand, Marley’s customer in fitting room one, with her thick French-Canadian accent. “Center ice! Maybe blue line! Not end zone!” Angel was currently topless with a black vegan-leather jumpsuit unzipped and hanging at her waist, and her long, nude nails were indenting dimples into her ample breast flesh. Marley was skeptical that Angel’s bosom had ever seen that particular gravity-defying resting place since puberty, but Marley had been selling dreams, aspirations, and illusions—otherwise known as luxury fashion—for almost a decade now. She knew how to make the customer happy.


Marley tilted her head with feigned sympathy. “We can try adhesive supports again. We just got a new line—”


Angel made a face of disgust. “Absolutely not. My nipples were on fire the last time I wore pasties. Pink nipples are fine, but mine looked like maraschino cherries!”


Great. The last thing Marley needed now was the painful image of cherry-red nipples in her brain. “I think that jumpsuit might be challenging without shoulder support. Maybe something with transparent straps?”


At that, Angel whipped a strapless underwire bra at Marley’s head. Thankfully, ten years of working with spoiled sports wives had given Marley reflexes as impressive as those of Angel’s hockey defenseman husband.


“I want my boobs to be like yours!” Angel’s hands reached out, ready to grab Marley’s own breasts in her slim white blouse, but again, Marley’s quick reflexes got her out of the way before contact was made.


“I’ll see what I can find,” Marley said, closing the fitting room door. She plucked the expensive bra off the floor. If Angel knew a thing about Marley’s breasts, she wouldn’t want them. Even if they were full and round, no one would want breasts that were silently plotting to kill their owner. Which was why Marley’s breasts were going to be ousted from her body very soon.


Marley twisted the ring on her index finger, reminding herself she was almost done for the day. It had taken six years at this job, but she was officially burnt out from working on the selling floor and dealing with invasive comments and abrasive customers.


She checked on her other customer in the fitting rooms, Paris Mousavi. “How are you feeling in that Armani?”


“It’s too big,” Paris said. “I look like an overcooked eggplant. I cannot be seen in court like this.” Lawyers in Ontario wore robes in court, so no one would be seeing Paris in the eggplant-esque suit in the courtroom. And the suit fit fine, anyway.


Marley smiled sympathetically. “These Armani suits are not meant to be worn off the rack—they always need tailoring. I’ll send someone up.”


Marley left the ladieswear fitting rooms, her black patent stiletto heels echoing over the marble floor of Reid’s Department Store, and headed toward lingerie while calling alterations to send someone to Paris.


Tova, another sales consultant, caught up with her as she hung up her phone. “Did Angel Durand really tweak your nipples in the fitting room?”


“Of course not,” Marley said. “Angel is lovely.” She knew Tova was waiting in the wings to steal the customer out from under Marley the moment she disclosed that things weren’t rosy in the salesperson-customer relationship.


“Oh god,” Tova said, looking toward the customer service desk. “I’m pretty sure Aubrey Ashton got implants while she was on vacation in Mexico.”


Marley’s head shot to Tova. Aubrey was a sales associate in the store, not a customer. It was highly inappropriate to be discussing the body of a coworker like that. Also…Aubrey didn’t have implants, did she?


“I can smell the silicone a mile away,” Tova said. “Highly suspicious that her Insta didn’t have any beach pictures in Cancún.”


Marley took a quick right and straightened the YSL blouses on a rack, mostly to ditch Tova. She really disliked her. Actually, Marley was at the point where she didn’t like most of the people who worked on Reid’s selling floor. Bunch of snooty vultures. Marley was one of the biggest sellers in the store, which meant most other consultants frothed at the thought of dethroning her.


Ruby Dhanjee was working at the lingerie counter. She was Marley’s cousin and easily her favorite person at the store. Ruby had just returned to town six months ago after years away, and Marley had referred her for the position at Reid’s.


Marley gave Ruby a pleading look. “Please tell me you have a bra in a 42G that won’t show under the Alice and Olivia jumpsuit.”


Ruby shook her head. “Impossible. That’s backless and strapless. Why don’t you show her some other jumpsuits? The green Stella McCartney one or the Vivienne Westwood.”


Marley chuckled at Ruby’s suggestion. “You know we do carry lines that aren’t from the UK, right?” Ruby was obsessed with anything from England. Except colonialism, of course.


“I’d put her in Halston,” Tova said, appearing seemingly out of nowhere.


“Tova,” Ruby said sweetly, “there’s a woman over there looking at formal dresses.”


“On it,” Tova said, rushing away. She didn’t even thank Ruby for giving her the customer. Marley raised a brow once Tova was gone. Was Ruby handing Tova commissions now?


Ruby snorted. “I saw the girl looking up each dress on her phone on a designer dupes site. She’s not going to buy anything. Erin Prichard was just here with a message for you.” Ruby put on a fake British accent. “Her Excellency has requested your presence in the personal shopping suite at five o’clock sharp.”


Marley’s jaw nearly dropped to the counter. She checked her watch. That was in twenty minutes. “Why?”


Erin was Reid’s personal shopper. She worked by appointment only in her gorgeous private office. There had been rumors in the store for months that Erin was pushing to expand her department and hire a second personal shopper to work with her. Marley would give her left arm for that job, just like every other consultant in the store.


Well, actually, Marley probably shouldn’t be even thinking about removing more healthy body parts.


“Apparently, Her Excellency needs you to consult with a client,” Ruby said.


Erin was notoriously protective of her customers and never allowed anyone to assist her, other than the personal shopping assistant. And Erin was extremely difficult to get close to—she didn’t socialize with the rest of the staff. Marley had been trying to cultivate a friendship with her, but she wasn’t getting anywhere. She wasn’t even aware that Erin knew her name.


But maybe Jacqueline, the store’s general manager and Marley’s boss, finally agreed to hire a new personal shopper, and Erin was testing out the top consultants. Marley nearly shook with the excitement of that prospect. Moving to personal shopping would mean her own office and her own dedicated assistant. She could be selective with her clients. No more hockey wives whipping undergarments at her. No more staff waiting for Marley to lower her guard so they could steal her customers. No more gossip. After Marley had had the absolute crappiest of years, it was high time something went well for her.
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Marley knocked on the door of the personal shopping suite at five sharp. Erin’s assistant, Ernesto, wearing a perfectly tailored Thom Browne suit along with his normal bored expression, let her in. As the city’s premier luxury department store, Reid’s was expertly designed, but the personal shopping suite was the flagship. No expense had been spared in the fixtures and decor. Gleaming white walls with colorful designer chairs and the softest white leather couch imaginable. And a pink feature wall that made everyone’s skin glow.


Erin stood to kiss Marley on each cheek. “You’re here. Wonderful. You look radiant as always. Utterly flawless.”


Marley smiled. Erin herself was the flawless one. Wearing black wide-legged pants and a frilly, puffy white blouse, Erin somehow looked both luxurious and effortless. With Erin, the devil was in her details. The silver charm bracelet. The oversized vintage brooch. The immaculate platinum-blond hair with nary a millimeter of dark roots showing. Marley knew not to get too excited by this warm greeting, though. Erin treated everyone exactly the same—with polite praise. “Come. Meet Lydia Chambers.” She indicated a small woman sitting on one of the designer chairs. The client in question, Marley assumed.


Lydia stood, eyes narrowed, shrewdly sizing Marley up. She was white, with smooth pale skin and wavy brown hair reaching her shoulders. She could have been anywhere between twenty-five and forty-five, but Marley assumed midthirties, and she was dressed in slim ankle jeans paired with an army-green T-shirt and a black blazer with the sleeves pushed up. And she had her phone clipped to her belt with a hideous leather harness.


Marley put on her client smile and held out her hand. “Marley Kamal. Are you looking for something for an event, or a new wardrobe?” This client would be easy enough. She seemed unassuming and had a proportional figure, if a little small. She would be a breeze to dress.


“Oh, no,” Lydia said, shaking her head and sitting back down. “This isn’t for me.”


Erin sat gracefully at her glass-topped desk and indicated for Marley to sit next to Lydia. “Lydia is a celebrity handler with a film studio. She’s come to contract with Reid’s to exclusively style a VIP for several upcoming appearances, but you’ll need to sign her NDA before we go any further. Ernesto and I have already signed. You must also sign the standard Reid’s NDA for personal shoppers.”


Marley’s brows furrowed. She served wealthy clients all the time, and she liked to think she had a reputation for professionalism, maintaining privacy, and of course, making the impossible happen. But A-list celebrities…true VIPs who needed NDAs—those were usually brought in through the secret back door straight into the personal shopping studio. Marley had never signed an NDA in her six years at Reid’s.


Lydia immediately slid a thick agreement to Marley, and Marley started reading it while adjusting her initial impression of the celebrity handler. Lydia was actually formidable. Her agreement was terrifying. The clauses and stipulations were…intense.


“Do I need a lawyer for this?” Marley asked.


“There isn’t time,” Lydia said, voice dripping with impatience. “This is a standard agreement. You sign this or we go elsewhere. There are still plenty of stylists in this city.”


“Of course, there are more consultants in this store, too,” Erin added. She gave Marley an annoyed look. Marley bit her lip. If Marley ever wanted to move to personal shopping, she needed to play along.


Marley flipped to the next page. The actual VIP’s name wasn’t on the agreement—they were only called the subject. “Will I find out who the VIP is before signing?”


Lydia shook her head. “No.”


Marley read the next clause, which was about the use of recording devices. Marley’s mind was racing. Who could the VIP be? Whoever they were, she kind of felt bad for them. Imagine having to go through all this to buy a pair of jeans. The verbiage about big lawsuits, fines, and even employment termination if Marley broke the confidentiality agreement was alarming. She looked at Erin, but Erin’s expression was blank.


“Any questions?” Lydia asked once Marley was on the last page.


Marley nodded. “Yes. There are separate clauses here for before and after an event. What, and when, is the event?”


Lydia shook her head. “You will be told after you sign.”


This could be a problem. Marley had surgery scheduled in a couple of weeks…Would she even be able to take this client?


She reached the final page and noticed it had been printed with her legal name, Mahreen, instead of Marley. Lydia had done her research.


“The studio has a considerable wardrobe budget here,” Lydia said. “If this goes well, we’d consider bringing more talent to Reid’s.”


The situation was crystal clear to Marley. If she refused to sign and Lydia walked, Reid’s would lose thousands of dollars in sales. And Marley would likely lose her job. If she signed, then learned the timing of this event didn’t work with her surgery and recovery, Marley might not be fired, but it would be unlikely that she would get promoted to personal shopper anytime soon. If she signed it and was able to take the client, she’d have to work her ass off for what sounded like the biggest client of her life. If she failed, she could expect never to get an opportunity like this again.


But if she succeeded…this could be amazing.


“He’s waiting outside,” Erin said.


Marley looked up from the contract of doom with one brow raised. “He? I’m a ladieswear specialist.”


“We’ll be needing menswear for this,” Lydia said.


Erin frowned, crossing her arms in front of her. “Marley, personal shoppers are specialists in all areas of the store. You can learn what you don’t know.”


Marley exhaled. She didn’t have a choice. She needed this job—and, importantly, the health benefits and paid sick time that came with it. With a shaking hand, she signed both copies of Lydia’s contract, then opened the Reid’s NDA. It was considerably shorter—and simpler. It basically said she must keep the identity and any private information about any personal shopping client confidential, or she would lose her job. Marley signed it as well and slid both agreements across the desk.


Lydia took one copy of each agreement and handed the others to Erin. “Excellent. Looking forward to working with you, Marley,” Lydia said. “Now that you’ve all signed, I can give you more information. The primary event we need wardrobe for is in just under two weeks. He’ll be needing at least three distinct looks for the event and for a press junket following it.”


Whoa. That was fast. Marley nodded along, but her mind was reeling at how the hell she could become a menswear specialist so quickly. But also…this wasn’t going to get in the way of her surgery in two weeks. Thank goodness.


“Tailoring that quickly might be an issue,” Marley said.


Erin waved her hand. “You’ll be assigned a dedicated tailor.”


Marley nodded. “Is there anything else that might make him a challenge to dress?” There wasn’t time for any made-to-measure bespoke pieces.


Lydia snorted at that statement. “Oh yes. He is definitely a challenge. This is our biggest issue—he’s a little…resistant.”


“Spoiled celebrity bad boy?” Ernesto asked.


Lydia gave away nothing with her smile. “This is why we need confidentiality. The person you will be styling has recently been cast in a starring role in an upcoming blockbuster.”


Ernesto whistled low. “An A-list movie star?”


Lydia shook her head. “No. He’s not a movie star…yet. That’s the problem. Movie stars already have stylists. They know how to present themselves to the press. They know when to shut up and listen to experts. But God only knows why the studio has cast a complete nobody in easily the most coveted role of the year.”


“My god,” Erin said, her hand going to her mouth in shock. “This is for Ironis 3, right? You’re talking about the Bronze Shadow.”


Marley wasn’t really into superhero movies or comics, but she’d have to have been living under a rock to not know how popular the Ironis movies were. Based on a comic book franchise, two huge blockbuster action films had already been made, with more expected.


Lydia nodded. “Simon DeSouza, otherwise known as The Bronze Shadow, has been a fan favorite from the comics since day one. There are Vegas bookies taking bets on which Chris will be cast in the role. Many are sure it will be Tom Cruise, or Daniel Craig, despite them being much too old. This role should be going to someone like Pattinson. Cavill would be amazing. Hell, there is a whole email newsletter out there stating that fans will accept none but Timothée Chalamet as the Bronze Shadow. This role should be going to an A-lister. Not a nobody Canadian. And especially not a nobody Canadian who dresses like coastal-grandma-meets-frat-boy.”


Marley frowned at that image in her head. “Yay Canada, though.” She had no idea which Canadian would be up for such a huge part. Keanu Reeves? Maybe he’d be too old, too. Marley didn’t exactly keep up with Hollywood.


Lydia made a disparaging noise. “Suffice it to say that there will be a lot of disappointed fanboys when the casting is announced. We are attempting to mitigate that by relying on hometown advantage and announcing at Toronto Comicon—before filming. We’ve been working our asses off to get him ready, but this man needs help. He’s fired five stylists so far, and he’s on his third personal trainer. And we’re not even going to talk about dentists.”


“A diva?” Erin asked.


Lydia nodded. “I would almost feel sorry for the guy—he’s about to walk into a media zoo. But he accepted the role. He knew what would happen. And honestly, existentialism is so passé. No one cares about his impostor syndrome. We all have our own to deal with.”


Marley wasn’t sure she felt a whole lot of sympathy for him, either. He was probably being paid a fortune for this role. He’d already fired five stylists. He sounded like an insufferable, inexperienced man-boy. “Why did the studio cast him?”


Lydia shrugged. “I’m not in casting, but there are reasons the studio wanted to move in this direction. It’s my job to turn him into a movie star whether he wants to be or not.” She sighed. “Fans haven’t embraced every Ironis casting decision, but everyone knows the backlash here will be exponentially worse.”


“Well, if he’s dressing like Chris Pine during the pandemic…” Ernesto said.


Lydia shook her head. “No, it’s not because of his lack of fashion sense…It’s because the Bronze Shadow is the fan favorite. No one is expecting a South Asian actor in the role.”


Marley inhaled sharply. Of course he was having an existential crisis—he knew he was about to be put in front of a firing squad of racist neckbeard fanboys. Poor diva boy. Her heart kind of broke for the man. And that was probably why they’d requested Marley—they wanted to work with a South Asian stylist so he’d have someone with the same skin color as him on his side. And Marley was the only South Asian sales consultant at Reid’s.


Marley nodded. “Okay. When can I meet him?”


Lydia stood. “Right now. My assistant is with Nik at your back door.” She pulled out her phone. “I’m telling them to come in.”


Marley stood and stepped toward the door, putting on her shopgirl smile to greet the VIP. She wasn’t going to be the next stylist he fired. Her job was depending on it—but also, as a South Asian, she was already protective of him. And weirdly proud. It was amazing that a desi had been cast in the biggest action role of the year.


When the door opened, first a small white woman with honey-colored hair walked in—Lydia’s assistant, presumably. Behind her was a tall, brown-skinned man—clearly the VIP. The first thing Marley noticed, of course, was his clothes. A faded, stretched-out Superman T-shirt with an oversized cream cable-knit cardigan over it. And a pair of wide-legged ripped jeans…wait. Were those painter pants?


Finally, Marley looked at his face and frowned. It wasn’t just his clothes that resembled Chris Pine’s pandemic look, but also that beard. That was not a good beard, and neither was his halo of frizzy black hair reaching his shoulders, or his lopsided smile. It wasn’t lopsided like in a sexy, cute romance-hero kind of way, more like…half his face was paralyzed. And he was drooling from the slacked half of his mouth.


This was the VIP? How in God’s name was she going to turn this slack-jawed man into an international movie star?


He put his hand up and waved. “Hi, Mahreen!” he mumbled through the mobile half of his mouth. He winced. “Chit. Dorry. I wad at de dentitht.”


That’s when Marley realized she knew the half of his face that still had muscle tone. Even under that unkept beard. This was her scrawny class-clown grade-twelve chem lab partner. Also, the second person she’d ever had sex with. The guy who fucking ghosted her and kiss and told. Nikhil Shamdasani.


“Marley, Meet Nik Sharma, the new Bronze Shadow,” Lydia said.


Marley shook her head. “No. Are you being serious right now?”









CHAPTER TWO


Nikhil


Nikhil Shamdasani was having the most surreal day of his life. It started when he woke up and saw a Google alert for his name from a tweet from New Zealand. That was good. Free publicity.


Then he read the tweet. It said that Nikhil Shamdasani, the co-star of the short-lived comedy show Commuters (which was still in syndication and strangely popular in Polynesia), was dead. Maybe that wasn’t good. Nikhil was definitely exhausted and, to most people, a nobody, but he was 100 percent alive. In fact, he was about to become one of the most hated men in Hollywood. Alive and despised.


He let his talent agency know about his untimely Kiwi death, since they presumably had a necromancer process to resurrect celebrities wrongly mourned on social media. That’s when he heard from Lydia, his handler, who informed him that they were going to another dentist that afternoon.


Nikhil hated dentists, but the studio insisted on having his front tooth fixed that had been missing its left corner for over a decade now—since Oren Glassman punched him as he was walking out of grade-eleven cooking class. Nikhil had never considered fixing that tooth. As far as he was concerned, the chip was a part of his identity. But apparently, superheroes needed to be flawless. But two different dentists took half a look at his mouth before recommending a full set of veneers, which Nikhil did not want. He liked his real teeth, thank you very much. But finally, today’s dentist agreed to repair only the chipped tooth. Seeing himself with an intact tooth after the procedure was the second surreal thing of the day. He looked like himself and a complete stranger at the same time.


But the third surreal thing that happened topped the two before it. While Lydia was paying for the dental work, he thumbed through a three-year-old magazine and saw the breathtakingly beautiful face of the very goddess who caused the chipped tooth in the first place. Nikhil remembered the day well. He had been walking out of cooking class and asked his crush, who happened to be Oren’s girlfriend at the time, how she’d liked his coq au vin. Oren assumed another meaning of the phrase and promptly socked Nikhil in the mouth.


Mahreen Kamal.


Nikhil lifted the magazine closer to study the picture. Yeah, that was her. His cooking class buddy, chemistry lab partner, and prom date. He’d fucked things up so monumentally with Mahreen that he still felt nauseous whenever he thought of her. His fist clenched as he read the article. It was about Toronto’s top luxury sales associates, and the little profile about her didn’t say anything about her personal life, only that she was a consultant and stylist at Reid’s, this fancy store in Yorkville. Mahreen was standing behind a counter looking into the camera with the same nonsmile smile she’d perfected back in high school. She was even more stunning than she used to be.


It made sense. Nikhil had gone to an arts-focused high school for their drama program, and Mahreen had been in the fashion program there. He examined her eyes: rich brown with pale green striations. Warm and cool at the same time. And they often had the same detached expression on the surface. Nikhil used to study her eyes more than the periodic table in chemistry, trying to decipher the minuscule changes that gave away her true emotions. He spent most of grade-twelve chemistry trying to get those icy-warm eyes to flash with pleasure…pleasure because of him. He’d once made it a personal goal to make her smile at least once a day—and he could tell which of her smiles was real. But he couldn’t read her eyes in this picture. Since he couldn’t resist—when Lydia was done with the receptionist, Nikhil told her that he wanted Mahreen as his next stylist.


Which was how he’d ended up here now. In a moment that outsurreal-ed all the surrealism of the day: Nikhil was standing in front of Mahreen Kamal with his face still partially frozen from the dentist, and Mahreen was giving him the same unimpressed glare she’d given him a decade ago when he’d suggested he wear his dad’s wedding kurta to prom. By this point, he should have been used to stylists being disappointed in him.


“Mahreen, let me explain,” Nikhil said. Or rather, mumbled. He probably should have waited for the numbness to wear off before this reunion.


She looked…amazing. It had been ten years since he’d seen her. He was in show business now—living in LA, where he was regularly surrounded by women who looked like they’d just stepped out of Vogue or a Sports Illustrated swimsuit issue. But those women weren’t like Mahreen. She wasn’t just pretty…she was, like, otherworldly breathtaking.


She was wearing shiny black pants that perfectly skimmed her long legs. Her hair was in a sleek, high ponytail that cascaded in waves down her back. Her white blouse accentuated her narrow waist. And her breasts…full, round, and generous. Nikhil had fantasized about her body for months before getting a chance to see it in the flesh on prom night. Spectacular. Mahreen still being as beautiful as she’d been at eighteen was immaterial right now, but man…it was messing him up to see those eyes looking at him again.


“You’re drooling, Nikhil,” Mahreen said.


He wiped his mouth. This was officially the first time they’d spoken since prom night, and he was making a complete fool of himself.


Lydia gave him a scolding look. “He just came from having a chipped tooth fixed. Marley, do you know Nik?”


Mahreen raised a brow. “Nik?”


He nodded. Mostly because he was afraid if he said something wrong, she would run away. Or that spittle would fall from his mouth.


“Is it the tooth Oren broke?” Mahreen asked.


Nikhil nodded again. He tried for a disarming grin, but with only half his mouth working, he wasn’t sure he was disarming anyone.


Mahreen chuckled. At his expense, but that was fine. It gave him the same rush it did ten years ago.


She glanced at the two people standing near Lydia. One, a tall, fiftysomething white woman who looked like she’d stepped out of her summer home in the Hamptons, and the other was a burly man with light-brown skin and a goatee wearing a shiny blue three-piece suit. “May I speak to him alone?” Mahreen asked them. Burly Guy stepped forward a bit. A bodyguard? “Nik and I went to high school together,” Mahreen said quickly. “I’d like to catch up a bit first. I can handle him.”


Yes, she could handle me a decade ago, too.


Nikhil squeezed his lips together. Or half his lips, at least. This was a mistake. He was the movie star here…or soon-to-be movie star. He was the one who’d fired five stylists. He should have the upper hand. But it had somehow slipped his mind that he would never have the upper hand with Mahreen Kamal. That look…she had all the power over him. She always had.


“We’ll be in the fitting room.” Mahreen smiled, then took Nikhil’s hand in hers. Smooth and soft. Long, slender fingers. Perfect round nails almost the same brown as her skin. She guided him to a smaller room and dropped his hand immediately. It had been a decade, but she clearly hadn’t forgiven him.


This room had a desk with a computer terminal on one side and a massive three-way mirror with a shiny little white platform in front of it. There was also a pink privacy screen in the corner. He stood awkwardly in the middle of the room as Mahreen closed the door.


She stepped in front of him. “Nikhil, you could have called me instead of doing this your-people-call-my-people thing,” she said, irritated.


In the small room, he could smell her perfume. Lightly citrusy. Floral. Expensive. He didn’t know what to say, so he said something ridiculous. “The studio asked me to take a stage name.”


Her gaze flicked upward in exasperation before focusing on him. “Do you want me to call you Nik?”


The shortened…Anglicized version of his name coming out of Mahreen’s lips didn’t sound right. He shrugged. “No, I really don’t. I just thought…Am I supposed to call you Marley?”


She nodded curtly with her arms crossed over her chest. Nikhil tried very hard not to peek at the enhanced cleavage that presented. “Yes, please do. May I ask why you insisted on me as your stylist?”


“I’m sorry,” he said. “It’s complicated. Everything happened so fast, and Lydia’s big on secrecy.”


“Her NDA gave that away. I’m not going to have sex with you.”


Wait…was that even an option? “What?”


“If you asked for me to style you because you want to have sex with me, then you may as well walk right out the door, because that isn’t going to happen. Reid’s doesn’t tolerate sexual harassment of the sales staff.”


“Why do you think I’m here because I want to have sex with you?”


Her lips pursed. “Maybe you’re looking for a stylist with benefits. And with our history…Did you forget about prom night?”


“I don’t think anyone has forgotten their prom night. It’s an important life event, right?” He cringed the moment the words were out. That was definitely the wrong thing to say. Maybe he should apologize for the past? Would it make a difference after so many years?


She glared at him. This was definitely a mistake. But the truth was, he wasn’t here because he wanted to sleep with her again. Hell, he wasn’t even here to make amends for getting scared and avoiding her after they hooked up on prom night. He was here because he wanted Mahreen to be his savior…only, she didn’t want to save him.


Nikhil took a deep breath. “I’ve had five wardrobe stylists, three personal trainers, two hairstylists, and three dentists in the last two weeks,” he said.


“I know. Your handler told me.”


“Lydia is really more my babysitter than my handler. The studio flew her in from LA—she’s like a Hollywood bad-publicity fixer. They only bring her out for the difficult cases. Apparently, I’m not…adapting well.” He ran his hand over his hair, shoulders slumping. “I’m high-maintenance. Difficult. But all those people talk about me like I’m not even there. They see what they can turn me into, not who I am.” He shook his head. He shouldn’t be saying this. He didn’t need to be unloading all this baggage on his stylist.


He looked down. “They want to chemically straighten my hair, fix my tooth, and tell me what to wear even when I’m not on set or promoting the movie. I’ve been working out with a buddy in LA since I got this role, but as soon as I got to Toronto they hired all these boot-camp-style trainers who clearly think I’ve been wasting my time. Things are intense for me right now, and it’s going to get worse. I saw you worked here, and I wanted at least one friendly face on my team. Someone who’ll make sure I’m still me after this movie star transition.”


Nikhil looked up to see Mahreen—Marley—staring at him. All of him. From his Brown dad sandals to his shoulder-length hair falling out of the hair tie he’d twisted around his man bun in the morning. What was she seeing? The new Bronze Shadow body (he wasn’t quite there yet, but he was leaps and bounds buffer than he’d been in high school)? The old thrift store clothes?


The crisis of confidence? The crippling impostor syndrome?


It felt like her eyes bored into Nik Sharma, soon-to-be international superhero, straight through to Nikhil Shamdasani, one of a handful of desi kids in their suburban high school. The guy who’d convinced her to go to prom with him, who’d slept with her at the after-party, then never spoke to her again. Why did he ever think Mahreen Kamal would give him the time of day?


She shook her head, expression still unreadable. What was he doing, pouring his heart out to Mahreen, anyway?


“Your family must be proud of you,” she said suddenly. “This is quite a role.”


He exhaled, looking down. He thought his family was proud. But that was also complicated. “I’m sorry to blindside you like this. I understand if you don’t want to work with me…because of our history…but…it’s great to see you. I mean, you look amazing, which you always did. I’ll go.” He headed toward the door.


“Wait. Nikhil.”


He turned back to look at her. Mahreen had always been posh. Sophisticated. Worldly. He’d never thought she was snobby, although he knew others saw her that way. She was just…reserved. Until she wasn’t.


“I’m going through some stuff right now,” she said. “Here at work, and…personally.” He knew she wouldn’t tell him what she was going through. She hadn’t told anyone her problems back in high school, either. Except him. “But I can help you. I’ll be there for you for that first event Lydia talked about—”


“Comicon and the press junket afterward.”


“Yes. But not after that. I cannot work with you past March twentieth. I’m going on a leave of absence.” Her gaze shifted to the pink privacy screen, but her expression didn’t change.


“I understand. Thank you,” he said, trying not to sound too eager. She looked at him again and smiled. A real smile that made Nikhil’s entire body relax with relief. He wanted to hug her, but he knew she wouldn’t want that. And maybe it was best if he kept things as professional as possible…because the memories that came crashing in when her floral-citrus scent hit his nose were probably best buried deep. He put out his hand to shake hers. “Deal. As old friends,” he added.


Mahreen nodded as she shook his hand. “As colleagues. Let’s keep it professional.” She motioned toward the door to the main personal shopping office. “Okay, let’s get out there before rumors start,” she said, heading toward the door.


He snorted. “No worries there. The ironclad NDA prevents gossip.”


When they got back out to the main room, Mahreen apologized for her shock at seeing him and explained to the others that she would be happy to work with Nik for the next couple of weeks to get ready for Comicon. Nikhil smiled and nodded along while she spoke.


Everyone sprang into action. Lydia outlined what he’d need for Comicon, and Mahreen said she’d send inspiration pictures to her the following day for studio approval. Nikhil himself wouldn’t be doing any of this approving. Once that was settled, a septuagenarian tailor came in and took Nikhil’s measurements.


When they were all done, Mahreen smiled her professional smile and said goodbye. The glimpse of warmth she’d had in the fitting room a few minutes ago was long gone. Clearly, she’d meant it when she said that she would keep things professional between them. Maybe he wasn’t getting his friend back. Maybe all he’d done by finding Mahreen was add a touch more humiliation to his life now that his high school crush, one-time lover, and the most beautiful person he’d ever met also thought he was a man-baby diva.


He shouldn’t have come here. Nikhil wished he could go back to this morning when everyone thought he was dead.









CHAPTER THREE


Marley


Angel Durand’s bra-whipping incident was clearly cosmic foreshadowing for all the strange twists fate was throwing at Marley’s life. Of course, the strangest twist had to be the reemergence of Nikhil Shamdasani, her chemistry lab partner who was now apparently a soon-to-be Hollywood superstar. Marley honestly didn’t need the reminder of that time in her life, especially now.


But today’s moment might be even stranger. Marley was now standing in a hospital examination room, and a fiftysomething silver fox of a plastic surgeon was sitting on a chair in front of her. The doctor’s eyes were inches from Marley’s naked breasts, and he was inspecting them with a thoroughness that no hookup of Marley’s, male or female, had ever come close to matching. He even lifted each breast to inspect the underside. That wasn’t the weirdest part of this experience, though. The weirdest part was that none of this felt weird at all.


Dr. Andrew Abernathy was considered one of the best plastic surgeons in the country for breast work—both augmentation and reconstruction. And being the subject of his full attention now was a relief more than anything else. Marley had been waiting over a year to have a prophylactic double mastectomy with reconstruction, and finally the surgery was two weeks away.


“We’ve decided on a one-step direct-to-implant procedure, right?” the doctor asked.


Marley nodded. One step—remove her natural, healthy, and very-much-appreciated breasts and immediately replace them with silicone facsimiles. Everyone told her she was so lucky she was a candidate for this procedure. That it was so much easier than tissue expanders or using tissue from elsewhere on her body to create new breasts. They said she was lucky Dr. Abernathy would be the one operating on her.


Marley didn’t feel very lucky about any of it.


After the examination, the doctor explained the process while Marley sat on the table with her gown pulled shut. It sounded so…simple. And terrifying. She dug her fingernails into the flesh of her thigh.


“I’ll order implants in several sizes and see what fits you best when we’re in there,” he said. Just like Marley bringing dresses in several sizes to a customer in the fitting room. “Do you have a size preference? We can’t achieve a drastic size change with this procedure, but if you’d like to go a hair larger or smaller, I could accommodate that.”


Marley liked her body shape just fine. “I’d like to stay the same if possible.”


He nodded, then turned to get something from a cupboard behind him. It was a round, clear water balloon–looking thing. Marley knew this was a breast implant. “This is the model I’ll be using on you. I think this size will fit best.” He handed it to her.


The implant was large in her hand, and the plastic-like shell felt smooth while the inside was soft and squishy. It was cool, heavy, and it felt so fake…so not like a body part. Marley squeezed the implant with trembling fingers. She handed it back to the doctor. How could something that felt so sterile ever feel like a part of her?


“How much time will I have to take off work?” she asked.


“What do you do?”


“I’m a retail sales consultant. Luxury fashion.”


“Oh, like at Saks Fifth Avenue?”


“Reid’s.”


He smiled. “My wife’s favorite store. I assume you’re on your feet a lot? I’d say you’ll need at least six weeks. Could be longer. You can apply for unemployment insurance if your employer doesn’t offer sick leave.”


“We have short-term disability.”


“Excellent. The nurse will provide you with a note. I’ll have her give you all the pre- and post-op instructions. Do you have any more questions for me first?”


Marley did not, so Dr. Abernathy left. After Marley put her clothes on, an RN came in to give her a huge packet of instructions. She showed Marley the drain tubes that would be inserted into her body during the surgery to drain excess fluid and showed her how to empty the bulbs twice a day. Her stomach churned as she squeezed the empty bulb. Marley remembered helping her mother with her drains after her mastectomy. Marley wasn’t squeamish…normally. But she’d never had surgery before and had no idea what to expect.


“Do you live alone?” the nurse asked.


Marley shook her head. “No.”


“Good. You’ll need help for the first few days…especially overnight.”


The nurse went over bathing instructions and the medications Marley would be prescribed after surgery for pain and to prevent infection. It was a lot to remember, and her mind kept wandering. She was glad it was all written down.


I can do this. Marley tightened her fist on the paper covering the examination table.


The nurse handed her a pamphlet. On the front of it were a few women sitting around a table, clearly a stock image, and the words BRCA Peer Support.


“What’s this?”


“A support group meets near here once a month…Jaime, the group facilitator, is fantastic. Her contact information is there. Oh, and you’d be eligible for this, too.” She handed Marley another pamphlet, this one for a charity that helped women who had breast surgery and/or cancer treatment with clothes, makeup, and wigs.


Marley took the pamphlets, adding them to her pile of paperwork, even though she doubted she’d use them. She wasn’t really a support group kind of person, and she certainly didn’t need help with clothes and makeup, considering she worked in luxury fashion. She opened the clasp on her bag to slip the paperwork in.


After finding out that she carried the BRCA1 genetic mutation that put her at an 80 percent breast cancer risk, Marley had seen countless surgeons and specialists and dealt with torturous mammograms and breast MRIs. Now she just wanted the surgery to be done. She didn’t want to be living with this anxiety anymore. Every day until her surgery, the chance of cancer coming for her like it had for her mother and her aunt just went up. Marley had ticking time bombs attached to her chest.


But that didn’t mean Marley wasn’t completely terrified about the surgery itself. Or about what her life would be like afterward.


Marley straightened her spine and swung her Chloé bag over her shoulder. Being scared helped no one. All Marley could do was plow ahead. She had no choice.
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“Hey, handsome,” Marley said as she walked into her east-end two story. “I missed you. I should have stayed in bed snuggling you this morning.” Her cat, McQueen, responded with a long meow as he came to greet her, his fluffy tail standing sky-high behind him.


“You don’t say,” Marley responded, leaning down to pet McQueen on his soft, tan head. McQueen continued to meow conversationally, telling Marley all about his day. As Marley caught up with her cat, she heard a distinct rhythmic thumping on the floorboards. Marley rolled her eyes, intending to ignore the summons. It was Shayne, her roommate and ride-or-die best friend forever, but she wasn’t in the mood for his antics right now. She wanted to sit with her cat and a hot ginger tea and mentally process that doctor’s appointment. Alone. She put a pot of water on to boil and took out her tin of black loose tea.


Loud thumps reverberated through the floors again. Ugh. Why had she agreed to this ridiculous communication system when they moved into this house last year? They were renting from Shayne’s grandmother, who’d just moved to a senior-living apartment, which was the only way Shayne and Marley could afford a whole house in Toronto. Even an extremely narrow house that had barely been upgraded in thirty years. But they both loved the vintage seventies and eighties furniture and decor and had added even more houseplants and macrame after moving in. Shayne was a fashion photographer and his office/studio space was in the basement. He’d developed this code system to communicate with Marley when he didn’t want to come upstairs. Why he didn’t text like a normal person was anyone’s guess.


Marley ignored the thumping as she grated fresh ginger and swirled it into the hot water and black tea. She added milk after it came to a boil and was soon curled up with her big orange mug on the goldenrod-yellow sofa with McQueen. She was inhaling the scent of the sweet ginger tea when Shayne finally gave in. She could hear his heavy footsteps as he climbed the basement stairs.


“Did you forget our code?” he said the moment he opened the basement door.


“I don’t know Morse code, remember?”


“Neither do I. That’s why this chart is here.” He tapped the laminated card stuck to the wall. Shayne was dressed in white ankle pants and a fuzzy pink sweater that glowed against his warm-brown skin. He looked like he could comfortably fit in both on a Paris runway and on Sesame Street. Shayne was biracial, with a Black Jamaican father and a white mother, and was an absolute savant at picking the perfect shade to complement any skin tone.


Marley made a mental note to surreptitiously have Shayne help her with menswear trends. She just had to figure out how without violating the NDA. Shayne knew Nikhil from high school, too. And knew everything about Marley and Nikhil’s history. Shayne had even offered to chip another of Nikhil’s teeth when he didn’t call her after prom.


“Sexy,” Marley said, indicating the fluffy sweater. “With that thing on your upper lip, you look like you just arrived from Copacabana.” Marley was not a fan of his recent thin mustache. Just like she wasn’t a fan of Nikhil’s mountain-man beard earlier.


“Stop flirting—you’re not my type,” Shayne deadpanned, plopping next to her on the sofa. Which made McQueen hop from Marley’s lap to Shayne’s, purring. There had never been any actual flirting of any kind between Marley and Shayne. Marley was bisexual, but Shayne was strictly into men and had informed her of that the day they met in grade-nine art class. Before Marley could put her own preferences into words, actually.


“What was your coded message, anyway?” Marley asked.


“I said, Put something cute on. People are coming over. Maybe that yellow floral romper with a wide green headband.”


Marley snorted. “There’s no way you said all that in Morse code with a broom handle on the ceiling.”


Shayne gave another deadpan glare. “I said the important parts.” He looked at his watch. “Be quick. They’ll be here soon.”


“Who is people, anyway?”


“Ruby and Reena.”


Marley frowned. “I don’t have to dress up for my cousins.”


“I want to take pictures. We have a surprise for you.”


Marley knew better than to argue, so she hopped off the sofa to change. Reena was Marley’s cousin on her dad’s side while Ruby was her cousin on her mom’s side. The two were also Marley’s closest friends, other than Shayne. These three might be her favorite people in the world, but she would have preferred the alone time tonight.


But a knock on the door stopped Marley while she was still on the stairs. Shayne let them in. Ruby was carrying a bunch of colorful tote bags, and Reena was carrying a large cake box, which wasn’t out of the ordinary for her—Reena owned a bakery.


They dropped their things on the dining table.


“I’m confused. Did we have dinner plans?” Marley asked, watching Ruby unload Thai takeout and wrapped gifts from her bags.


“It’s a surprise party!” Shayne said, clapping. “Your ta-ta-to-your-tatas party!”


Ugh. She should have known. Only a handful of people knew Marley was having a mastectomy. And other than her parents, all of them were now in this room. She gave Ruby a concerned glance, but Ruby was still unloading the Thai food, looking unbothered by this party’s theme.


“Look what I made!” Reena said, opening the cake box with a flourish.


It was a boob cake—an iced cake in the shape of round, brown breasts with a purple piped buttercream bra. And because Reena was an excellent cake decorator, it was beautiful.


Thanks for the Mammaries was written in cursive across the cake’s cleavage.


Marley’s eyebrows rose. “My surgery isn’t for two weeks…Why are we celebrating now?” Actually, why were they celebrating at all? She was literally having body parts removed—not really something to celebrate. But clearly, the three had gone to a lot of work for this get-together, so she didn’t want to complain.


“We’re celebrating all month!” Shayne said. “I mean, I took you to that Scandi spa for your bikini photo shoot last week.”


True. Shayne had surprised her with a trip to a Nordic spa where he’d insisted on taking about a million pictures of her in a swimsuit so she would have a record of her body pre-mastectomy. She wasn’t sure she’d ever look at those pictures, though. Why would she, when she could never have that body back?


None of this was how Marley would prefer to cope with her upcoming surgery. And she was pretty sure Shayne knew that. He knew she was a very private person. It almost felt like Shayne was “performative best-friending” and making a big show out of supporting her even though he knew this wasn’t the way Marley would want support. But that was ridiculous. Planning this party was thoughtful. She should enjoy it.


Shayne again insisted Marley change her clothes, and soon they were crowded around their tiny dining table eating Thai red curry noodles, fish cakes, and mango salad while sipping bright-orange Thai iced tea. It was all delicious. Thai was Marley’s comfort food.


“Hey, question for you,” Reena said as Marley slurped some noodles. “My friend Andrea wants you to take her shopping. Any chance you’ll have any time before surgery?”


“Yeah, absolutely,” Marley said. On top of owning a bakery, Reena had a pretty popular YouTube cooking channel and lots of content-creator friends. Marley had gone shopping with a few of them to help them find looks for their videos. “I’ll send you my work schedule.”


“Marley, you should be charging these influencers to style them,” Shayne said.


Marley shook her head. “Nope. No interest in that—I could not manage working for myself.” All the freelance stylists Marley knew did a ton of content creation of their own and hustled to get clients. Marley preferred to be behind the scenes.


“Reid’s will suck your soul right out of your body. I can’t believe you want to stay there.” Shayne would know. He’d only lasted a year as a menswear associate at Reid’s.


“It won’t be as bad if I move to personal shopping,” Marley said. “I could be more selective of my customers.” That, and she could have a private office. And not have the likes of Tova Kaplan trying to steal her commissions.


“How’s that going?” Shayne asked. “Any word of them opening up a position yet?”


Ruby raised a brow. “Ooh, is that why Erin wanted to see you yesterday?”


Marley reached across the table to get the container of mango salad. “She needed my help with a client. Can’t really talk about it.” She piled more salad on her plate.


Reena beamed. “Is Erin the personal shopper? That’s awesome!”


Marley nodded. It was awesome. But it could also be a disaster…if she screwed it up. Or if Nikhil really was the man-baby that his handler thought he was.


Marley was still not sure why she agreed to work with him. He just looked so…small, despite his new superhero muscles. He said no one really saw him. And that reminded Marley of when she was eighteen and her favorite aunt, Maryam Aunty, was going through cancer treatment.


Marley hadn’t told anyone at school that the woman who was more like a mother to her than her actual mother was sick. But somehow Nikhil, the never-serious, wisecracking guy who sat next to her in chemistry every day, saw that she wasn’t happy. She eventually told him everything, and he turned out to be a great listener. Nikhil had been there for her like no one else. He let her vent, or cry, or whatever every day. When he convinced her to go to prom with him instead of staying home like she wanted to, she agreed.


And of course, it all ended in disaster. Nikhil told everyone what they had done at the prom after-party, and Marley realized he’d only been nice to get her in bed. Marley left school soon after prom because her aunt got even sicker. And she never saw or spoke to Nikhil again.


But even if his motivation back then was only to get into her prom dress, he had helped her. He made her laugh every day at the worst point in her life. She wasn’t sure how she would have gotten through it without him. She said yes to styling him now so she could repay him.


But this time she would keep her boundaries up. She had no intention of growing attached to Nikhil in any way, even as a friend. She simply didn’t have the bandwidth for that right now.


Marley, her cousins, and Shayne continued talking while eating. Reena told them about how her newest YouTube video was outperforming the others, and she couldn’t figure out why. Shayne told them about a fashion shoot he’d done for an up-and-coming designer who wasn’t even twenty yet. And Ruby steered the conversation toward her favorite topic: her longtime dream of moving to England.


Marley hadn’t loved the idea of a party to celebrate losing body parts, but this was nice. She didn’t have a ton of friends—in fact, these three were her only true friends left in the city. And it suited Marley perfectly. These people knew her…She could relax and be herself with them.


After dinner, they sat in the living room.


“Okay, before cake, we have presents!” Shayne said. They each handed Marley a gift—it looked like Ruby had wrapped them all in Reid’s wrapping paper.


Marley opened Ruby’s first. It was two soft rayon knit shirts in pale pastel colors with snaps down the front.


“They’re specifically made for post-mastectomy,” Ruby said. “There are hidden pockets for your drain bulbs inside. I wish I’d had ones like these after my surgery. I kept my drain bulbs in a Home Depot tool belt.”


She smiled at Ruby. “Thank you so much. They’re lovely.”


Reena’s gift ended up being some hi-tech microwave cookware and an IOU for homecooked meals after surgery—also very thoughtful. Shayne’s gift, on the other hand, was a set of bird-pun coasters. Some said Boobies on them and had the names and pictures of several species of booby birds. There were also coasters that said Tits and Hooters.


Marley raised a brow. “Seriously, Shayne?”


“I ordered some cock ones, too, but those are for me. Anyway, your real gift is coming tomorrow. I found a secondhand recliner for you to use while you’re recovering. It’s hideous. We’ll burn it after you’re recovered.”


Marley chuckled. Shayne then took about a million pictures of the cake and of Marley holding it. He wanted a picture of her cutting the cake, but Marley refused. She looked away while Reena cut and served it. It was delicious, at least.


“I made your favorite lemon curd cake so you’d talk,” Reena said.


Marley frowned. “What am I supposed to talk about?”


“Your pre-op appointment,” Reena said. “How did it go?”


“It was fine.”


Shayne exhaled dramatically. “Marley, please say something other than fine. Don’t make me bring out my Hammer into Marley free pass.”


Marley rolled her eyes. “Shayne, I don’t think Hammer into Marley means what you think it means.”


Everyone was quiet, while Shayne hopefully reconsidered his choice of phrasing.


Reena finally gave Marley a pointed look. “Marley, you need to talk about what’s happening to you.”


“I’m talking now, aren’t I?”


“Has Jacqueline approved your time off yet?” Ruby asked.


Marley shook her head. “No, but I just emailed the request today. I have a doctor’s note, so she doesn’t really have a choice.”


Shayne snorted. “Oh, believe me—Jacqueline will find a way to make this harder for you.”


“Look at everything coming up roses for y’all, though,” Reena said, changing the subject because she clearly sensed Marley’s discomfort. “Ruby has plans for her future, Marley’s finally having surgery and hobnobbing with the personal shopper, and Shayne’s career is exploding. Maybe you guys will break your love curses, too.”


Since getting married, Reena had been irritatingly preoccupied with everyone being as in love as she was. Marley didn’t think it was possible to achieve relationship perfection as epic as Reena and Nadim’s.


“Reena, there is no love curse!” Shayne said emphatically.


“Then why have none of you had a date this year?” Reena asked smugly.


Ruby frowned. “I had a date two months ago.”


Shayne rolled his eyes. “You told me about him, Ruby. He was literally a clown. Like, he works at the circus.”


Ruby nodded. “He was remarkably dull. That’s the last time I swipe right on someone just because they were born in Liverpool. He sounded like John Lennon and looked like Ronald McDonald.”


“Wait—he didn’t show up to your date dressed in a costume, did he?” Reena asked.


Ruby nodded solemnly.


Shayne snorted. “I do agree that Marley needs someone, though. Cat lady isn’t a relationship status.”


Marley scowled at Shayne as McQueen hopped onto her lap.


“See? At least have a hookup. You’ve been celibate since Celeste,” Shayne said.


Marley had plenty of reasons to not want to date right now. The main one was, of course, dating before a mastectomy sounded like a terrifying prospect. Dating after a mastectomy seemed even worse. In fact, everything was a terrifying prospect lately. She took a bite of the cake. At least she still had good food.


What Marley’s friends didn’t get was that she couldn’t exactly look for a committed relationship when she had no clue what would happen to her, healthwise, in the future. And casual hookups had never worked well for her. She rarely felt any sexual draw until she had an emotional connection with someone. She scratched McQueen’s chin as he started purring loudly. Being a cat lady was so much easier.


“You need a one last time for sex,” Shayne said.


Marley stared at him. One last times were another of Shayne’s brainchildren—basically, he insisted there were things Marley needed to do one last time before her surgery. One of them was fly on an airplane, which was why they flew to Montreal for the weekend a few months ago. The bikini photo shoot at the spa was a one last time.


“Don’t you want to do it one more time with your old body?” Shayne asked.


Ruby nodded. “You really should. I had wild monkey sex with a French professor right before my mastectomy. You won’t have any sensation in your boobs afterward, you know.” Ruby poked her own breast. “Can’t feel a thing.”


Yeah, Marley knew. She had no intention of being in a relationship now…but she was sad she’d never have that sensation again.


“And don’t be picky,” Reena said. “All three of you need to be more open-minded.”


“We are open-minded,” Shayne said.


“Have you even been on one date since Anderson?” Reena asked.


Shayne glared sharply at Reena. “We’re not supposed to mention that name.”


Anderson was the one who got away. Marley wasn’t even sure what happened between them, but she knew Shayne was nowhere near being over the man. It didn’t help that Anderson was a host on The Confab, a live afternoon TV talk show. She knew how much it stung for Shayne to have to see Anderson’s face on billboards and bus ads across Toronto.


Marley didn’t consider herself irrationally picky. If she were willing to date, she’d have only two requirements for potential partners. One, they couldn’t run away scared when they heard the c-word. Cancer. Marley was having this surgery so she wouldn’t get sick, but she didn’t know what the future held for her or her family with this defective gene running through their DNA. And two, they had to be comfortable with whatever choices Marley made with her own body for her health without sticking any of their own unwanted opinions in.


But those two requirements seemed huge. Who’d want to sign up for that?


After a bit of awkward silence, Marley shrugged. “It’s more important for us to focus on our careers right now. Shayne, didn’t you say you wanted to get more runway work before anything else?”


At that, Shayne looked at Reena. “Yeah…about that. Um…”


Marley frowned. “What’s going on? What haven’t you guys told me?”


“I had a call yesterday,” Shayne said. “From Philip Tanaka.”


“Holy shit. Really?” Philip Tanaka was Shayne’s idol, a photographer who’d moved from the fine art world to the fashion world.


Shayne nodded. “We’d been emailing back and forth since you made me send him that embarrassingly gushy email. He invited me to join him as his assistant for spring Paris Fashion Week. I’d learn all about runway work from one of the best.”


Marley’s eyes widened. “Shut. Up. Seriously?” This was amazing.


Shayne nodded.


Marley hopped out of her seat to tackle Shayne in a tight hug. Shayne deserved this so much. He’d been trying to break into major runway work for so long.


“Okay, okay,” Shayne said, gently pushing her away. “You might not be so happy when you hear the details.”


Marley frowned. “What? Why?”


“Paris Fashion Week is soon. Like, in two weeks.”


Marley fell heavily back in her seat. Shit. Her surgery was in two weeks. Shayne would be deserting her right after her mastectomy. But this was too amazing an opportunity to turn down.


Marley forced a smile. This news was probably why he’d planned this party. To soften the blow. “It’s fine. I’ll go to my parents’ to recover.”


Shayne shook his head. “You cannot go to your parents’. Your dad will, like…pretend whatever is happening to you isn’t happening, and your mom will tell everyone on the family WhatsApp every detail about your recovery. No. Your friends will help.”


Reena nodded. “Yeah. I can come over every day. I just hired a new part-timer and—”


Marley shook her head. “Reena, you can’t come all the way here every day!” As a baker, she was up making bread at three a.m. daily. Marley couldn’t ask Reena for help after that. “My mom is home all day. It will be fine.”


Shayne shook his head. “What if we got a bunch of people to take turns coming? Grams too. We’ll set up shifts.”


Marley hated the idea of putting that many people out. “Maybe I can put the surgery off…” She was pretty sure she couldn’t. Dr. Abernathy had a long waiting list.


“You cannot put it off,” Reena said. “It’s lifesaving surgery.”


“It’s not lifesaving,” Marley said. “My last mammogram was fine.”


Shayne put his hands on his hips. “Mahreen Abigail Kamal, you know that with your family history and genetics, this isn’t a case of if you’ll get breast cancer but when. Do you really want to go through what your mother went through?”


Marley frowned. “Abigail?”


“You don’t have a middle name—so I’m loaning you my sister’s. If you’d rather, you can borrow mine, but Beauregard is horrendous, and it’s bad enough that I’m saddled with it.”


“Marley,” Ruby added after being silent for a while. “Think about my mother.” Ruby didn’t have to say anything else.
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