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CHAPTER | ONE

THE FIRST THING JANE SAW on her wedding day was a text message.


tell him



She dropped her phone face down on the nightstand. The clunk woke her fiancé, Dom, whose half-lidded eyes, tousled hair, and sleepy smile made the advice completely unadvisable. God, he was beautiful. And he loved and trusted her. Why throw that all away?

“You okay?” he asked, as she sank her head back down on the feather pillows. He laid his large hand flat on the rise of her hip.

She paused before answering. His palm was warm, the crisp hotel sheets smelled faintly but not unpleasantly of industrial detergent, and the room was luxuriously shadowed by the thick floral curtains the maid had pulled across the floor-to-ceiling windows the night before. Behind the fabric, the late September sunrise would be beginning to play on the pointed peaks of the Lions, Vancouver’s most celebrated mountain view. Below their hotel, the gray-blue waves of Burrard Inlet would be gently bumping the boats docked in the harbor as the leafy urban Japanese maples rustled in the breeze. Inside the honeymoon suite, though, the darkness was comfortingly complete.

No one could ruin this day.

Not even Mickey.

Though she hadn’t answered their text, Jane had formed a response in her mind: some secrets should be kept. Of all people, her friend and business partner should understand that.

Turning to Dom she whispered, “Absolutely perfect. Mickey wrote to wish us luck.”

Dom smiled. “That’s nice.” He kissed her. His lips were soft with sleep.

As her body responded to his touch, Jane was reassured about her decision not to reveal everything. Four months ago, she had been hesitant to start a fling with a half-Chilean guy from the suburbs of the Lower Mainland. On the heels of a disastrous breakup and a devastating professional blow, her holiday was meant to be about recovery—not romance. But she had said yes, and now she was ready to promise Dom a lifetime. More than ready.

Their friends and family would come around.

The warnings and doubts from her inner circle were endless. So many red flags, they said, with worried expressions. As if Jane couldn’t list them herself.


They had known each other for less than six months.

He was thirteen years older.

This was his second marriage.

He had a teenage daughter.

She’d never been remotely interested in having children.

She was rebounding from a bad breakup, and her last film had nearly killed her career.



She understood why everyone was confused. For the last several years, her course had been unwavering. Her work had been her focus, though she’d been seriously dating Chien, a talented designer and producer who was gathering accolades as an edgy voice from the second-generation Chinese diaspora. Both of their careers were taking off precisely according to Jane’s plan—until it had all gone wrong.

Chien dumped her at the Hot Docs festival, the biggest documentary event in Canada, where she and Mickey were pitching a new project from their company, Ember Productions. The festival had started well. She and Mickey were in talks with Netflix to distribute their powerful new film, Failure to Thrive, and other distributors had expressed interest in the project too. They were heading into their screening when the story broke on CBC.

SPEED INVESTIGATED AS FACTOR IN FATAL CAR CRASH INVOLVING WOMAN ON DVP

Chien had unceremoniously yanked his arm from her grasp as her phone pinged with the first condemning messages. Jane wasn’t sure if it was a performative gesture of solidarity with the “victims” of Ember Productions or a preemptive self-preserving romantic breakup, but it made little difference. Chien left the theater before the screening began. After the boos from the audience and the hurtful accusations during the Q and A had died down, it took all of Jane’s integrity to convince Mickey—and herself—that they’d done the right thing. That they’d conducted themselves ethically.

The next morning, it had been harder to stand strong. Chien scrubbed her from all his platforms. Meanwhile, the media eviscerated Ember Productions; the review in the Toronto Star was particularly scathing. She and Mickey were called “heartless, cruel, moral criminals who should be serving time rather than accepting accolades.” Netflix killed the negotiations and canceled the rest of their meetings. Mickey texted that they should stop pitching the film. When Jane didn’t respond to a single message, Mickey had left her a voice mail dripping with accusation.

I told you that you pushed her too hard.

Jane had wanted to scream at Mickey for abandoning her, that they were the only person she had left. Instead, she’d booked a solo flight to Barcelona.

If Mickey was going to leave her all alone in the world, she might as well enjoy it.

As she trudged through security, she was resolute. What had happened on the project hadn’t been a bad choice—it had been the only choice. On the flight, after watching Imitation of Life, she scribbled furiously in her journal about removing toxic, shallow people like Chien from her life. She vowed to never again be so poisoned by other people’s actions—or their reactions—that she couldn’t control her own. Jane committed to a life of courage, authentic communication, and artistic conviction unbothered by the superficial judgments (or approbation) of small-minded critics. Her first week in Spain had been both lovely and intensely lonely. Then, she’d met Dom.

Talking to him had been like a balm to her blistered skin.

He was chivalrous, down-to-earth, good-natured, solid. And he was so far outside the industry that, to him, her career woes were remote and nearly undiscoverable. He wasn’t a CBC/NPR/BBC kind of guy—and he didn’t exist on a single social media platform beyond LinkedIn, which he sheepishly admitted he hadn’t updated in twelve years. He worked with his hands, he told her, holding them up for inspection, while explaining he was a contractor with his own business who preferred to talk to his clients on-site and in person. For him, computers were nothing more than a means to send job quotes and the occasional email—and even then, his brother handled the admin side of the business. Dom’s antiquated request to get to know each other the old-fashioned way was exactly what she needed, when she needed it. (From her own late-night doomscrolling, she knew a simple Google search of her name would reveal the ugly truth. The story behind her last production was the first link that appeared.)

So, they agreed. A fresh start for both of them.

She had never dated someone without searching their name at least once, so her pact with Dom created a relationship different from any she’d experienced before. There was no online prelude. What they had was real—no filters. From the first night, Dom made her feel new and safe. As they grew closer, he got to know her, not her history. He loved that she was a filmmaker. Accomplished. Intelligent. Admirable, even. But he showed little curiosity about her work. Someday, she’d tell him what had happened on Failure to Thrive. But for now, what was the point in opening old wounds?

Her marriage was the beginning of the rest of her life. All the doubters were forgetting who she was. This wasn’t a flighty white-knight fantasy. Jane was not the kind of woman who had spent years dreaming of her wedding day. At thirty-two, she was an independent, urban professional who had always eschewed the easy route of marriage to live alone and make documentary films. She rented a ground-floor studio apartment in a converted Victorian house at Fraser and Eleventh in the dynamic and diverse East Van neighborhood, only dating when someone truly remarkable came along—usually writers, actors, musicians. People who, like her, treasured experiences and art instead of Ikea furniture and mass-produced decor telling them to live, laugh, and love. Dom wasn’t her type, but maybe that’s why it worked. At his core, he possessed all the attributes she loved and respected. He was honest and loyal. A creator, not a consumer.

And he turned her on like no one ever had before.

He liked to rope his fingers through her hair when they kissed, pulling back as his mouth moved down the line of her jaw to her ear. The things he whispered were flattering and shameless—coarse words softly spoken that made her warm and restless. She liked the look in his eyes when she had no clothes on. Half-lust, half-wonder, like she was better than he had ever imagined—and he couldn’t wait to put his hands all over her. When she laid on her stomach, he drew lines down her back with fingertips roughened by work. Every time he touched her, she felt like she mattered.

Jane had to believe in herself and her choices. If she couldn’t do that, she had nothing left.

tell him, Mickey had texted.

 I will, Jane thought back. Just not now.

A discreet knock on the door was room service with a complimentary mimosa cart. The hour that followed was a blur of white lace and sweet champagne. After a final coat of mascara, she applied lipstick, blew a kiss in the rosy-bulbed glamour mirror, then emerged from the huge bathroom in her department store dress with off-the-shoulder sleeves and a tea-length floating skirt.

Dom’s eyes shone as he crossed the room to take her hand.

“If I asked you something, would you say yes?” It was the same thing he’d said before proposing.

She nodded.

“Marry me?”

She tilted her face up to be kissed. Gentle at first, then deeper, harder, urgent. She broke away, a flush heating her cheeks. He grinned as she answered him the same way she had the first time he’d asked the question.

“Yes.”

The officiant met them in a small room on the ground floor of the hotel. He was a tall Black man with thoughtful brown eyes and a wary expression, who stood beside the two witnesses he had provided at their request. One was an elderly Chinese woman with penciled-on eyebrows, whose smile failed to reach her eyes. The other, a young white man with a jaw that jutted forward at the same angle as his brow sloped back, was sheened with sweat though the room was air-conditioned. There was no one else.

Jane’s parents had died when she was a teenager. She had no siblings.

Mickey was boycotting.

Dom’s brother, Ted, was running a big job for the company and couldn’t get away.

Dom’s daughter, Sienna, was in France on an exchange program.

The ceremony was simple and short: seven minutes from start to finish. When the officiant pronounced them husband and wife, unexpected tears pricked Jane’s eyes as she thought of her mother’s face. The memory flicked away like the silk handkerchief Dom whisked from his pocket to place in her hand before kissing her again. When they parted, Jane caught the older woman carefully dabbing at the corners of her own eyes. Her expression had changed from placid neutrality to open admiration.

As Jane and Dom rode up to their floor in the velvet-walled elevator, her stomach flipped. Married. She was married now. She kissed Dom again to dissolve her doubts. In the hallway outside their room, Jane fumbled for the key card in the small white clutch that Dom had insisted she carry—something borrowed!—as he nuzzled her neck.

His phone rang.

“Is it work?” Jane asked as he gave it a glance.

“It’s Sienna,” he said with a look of relief. “She probably wants to see how it all went. You go ahead. I’ll meet you inside.”

“You can take the call in here,” she said, nudging him with her hip before turning to the door, plastic card pinched between her finger and thumb.

But Dom was already walking down the hallway with the phone pressed to his ear. “Hello, sweetie,” Jane heard him say as he turned the corner at the T-junction.

Inside the room, Jane leaned against the wall and lifted her left hand to eye level. The thin, rose-gold ring on her finger shone brighter than any piece of jewelry she’d ever worn. Much to Dom’s chagrin, she had refused to let him buy her an engagement ring. It was too traditional, too ostentatious, too transactional. As a result, he had chosen a wedding band inlaid with tiny diamonds.

She walked over to the ivory couches embroidered with a white leafy design and fluffed out her full skirt before sitting down. It was nearly lunchtime. The sky was the hazy blue of a climate change–altered summer overstaying its welcome before the rains of autumn returned. Burrard Inlet glittered below, and Jane spotted a few joggers slogging through the heat on their way to Stanley Park. She couldn’t remember feeling so content.

The door to the suite opened and she turned to her husband. Her husband! Her heart jumped.

“How is Sienna?” she asked brightly, full of optimism. “Was she thrilled for us?”

He smiled, but something dark danced in his eyes and he rubbed the heel of his hand under his clean-shaven jaw. “Yes, she was very happy for us. Just a little… distracted. She’s kind of going through something over there.”

Jane’s stomach dropped. Had Sienna discovered what she’d done?

“What do you mean?”

“Oh, you know teenagers. She wants me to change her ticket.” Stress wrote lines on both sides of Dom’s mouth, signaling his concern.

The champagne and orange juice gurgled inside her. She wasn’t much of a drinker, and she had overdone it this morning. She kept her voice calm. “She wants to come home early?”

Sienna was scheduled to return the following week from France. Jane had hoped to have a proper honeymoon with Dom at an oceanfront resort they’d booked in Tofino, but that could be rearranged if necessary. The last thing she wanted to do was alienate her new stepdaughter before their first meeting. Or worse, have Sienna bombard her father with details about her new stepmother that Jane hadn’t yet shared.

Dom frowned more deeply. “No, actually. She doesn’t want to come home at all. She says it’s too boring here.”

Jane paused. Her stomach unclenched. Of course. Sienna was a teenager in Paris. Her summer exchange-program credits allowed her to take the fall semester off. It was no surprise that she wanted to stay in Europe.

“So, what did you tell her? Are you okay with her taking a little more time to explore?”

Dom’s mouth quirked into something close to a small grin.

“Of course not. We’ve only got one more year together before she graduates high school and leaves for good. We need to bond as a family before she moves out.”

She nodded, but worry rippled through her body. She didn’t want Sienna to resent her before they met. Jane had never wanted a child of her own, but she had lots of love to give to Dom’s daughter. And like Dom, she wanted to unite their family as soon as possible. She wanted to be Sienna’s friend and confidant in a way her own parents had never been able to do with her—the worst way to start was being complicit in curbing Sienna’s freedom and ending her European adventure. “We do need to connect, and you know I can’t wait to meet her, but I don’t want to cut her travels short. I don’t want to be a killjoy.”

Dom joined her on the couch. His body was heavy beside her, and he put a muscular arm around her shoulder. “I love how much you care for her already.” He lifted her chin and kissed her mouth.

Jane was surprised by another wave of emotion at his kindness. “I’m eager for us to be a family too, but we need to find a way to make coming home seem better than staying there.”

“That’s exactly what Peter said.”

Jane tilted her head in surprise. “When did you speak with Peter?”

The name of Dom’s closest friend felt unfamiliar in her mouth—she’d yet to meet him as well. The two men had become close ten years ago when Peter hired Dom to reconstruct the façade of the aging Venatura Hotel he’d recently purchased in the wilderness of the Fraser Valley.

“He called while you were putting on your dress. To wish us luck.”

Jane placed her newly ringed finger on top of Dom’s. “That was nice of him. How’s the hotel?”

Dom flipped his hand over and clasped hers before kissing it. “Funny you should mention that.”

She couldn’t quite read his expression. Hope and possibility, but something else too. Concern? Before she could nail it down, he spoke again:

“If I asked you something, would you say yes?”






CHAPTER | TWO

THREE WEEKS LATER, THE NIGHT before their departure, Jane looked around the rented studio apartment that had been her home for seven years. It was hard to see her beautiful place stripped bare of its furnishings and washed clean of every trace of her presence, and she had mixed feelings about leaving it. The small space had been a haven and a prison throughout the dark days of social distancing. At first, the closed door had protected her from the unknown virus. She’d happily kneaded sourdough on the counters and hooked a bulky rug to lay on the floor. She’d finally read the novels she’d been meaning to get to for years in the gold armchair she’d reupholstered herself, and on YouTube she’d rediscovered her adolescent love of the turgid beauty of Neutral Milk Hotel.

But a year into the shutdown, the freshly painted walls had borne witness to her isolation-driven panic and the boredom of creative frustration. Crawling into the bed each night, sweaty with loneliness and fevered by lack of human contact, Jane tossed and turned. Her apartment had been like an overbearing mother who stifled and protected in equal measure.

Moving on was the best thing to do. Even though she still loved this version of herself, she knew her next act would be even better. A deeper romantic love would inspire deeper documentary work and maybe even a deeper engagement with the world. And now she had the opportunity to nurture a teenage girl—the daughter of the person she loved most in the world—who’d lost her mother at a young age just as she had. Jane could make a real difference in both their lives. Dom and Sienna were going to be the family she’d never thought she’d have and—until now—had never let herself consider. She wanted to throw everything she had into fostering a fully realized and incredibly fulfilling relationship with her stepdaughter. Then, after a winter of bonding with her new family, licking her wounds and recalibrating her production company, Jane was going to come back to Vancouver stronger than ever.

This was a good decision—no matter what Mickey said.

The bronze rays of the October sunset reached corners of the bleached hardwood floor that hadn’t seen light since she’d moved in. Her dusty-blue, crushed-velvet couch—a miraculous find at the Value Village on Hastings four years ago—had already been picked up by a Vancouver Film School student who’d interned with Ember Productions the year before. The black milk crates that had doubled as her side tables and bookcases were in a storage locker she’d rented in South Vancouver.

Everything would be waiting for her when she and Dom returned after a much-needed break from the pressures of their careers. She knew their new life together would require a little reconfiguring when they returned to the city. But she wasn’t worried. Loving Dom was the easiest thing she’d ever done.

As they had wolfed down a room service lunch on their wedding day, her new husband proposed a wild idea. He told her that Peter had called to offer more than congratulations; he had also made a surprising plea.

Peter needed Dom to take the role of caretaker for the upcoming off season, beginning in mid-October after Canadian Thanksgiving and lasting until the first of May when the hotel would open. The person Peter had hired had backed out at the last minute and he was desperate.

Built in the 1950s, his riverfront hotel—roughly two hours from Vancouver—had been catering to wealthy hunters, anglers, and wilderness enthusiasts for nearly seventy years. Peter had owned the hotel for the last ten and had been carefully renovating it with the help of contractors like Dom, to reflect both its storied past and enhance its contemporary appeal. His dedication meant hiring an off season caretaker during the fall and winter to ensure that the increasingly unpredictable and violent winter storms didn’t undermine his efforts. Usually, the hotel would be open until late November to accommodate the hunting season for mule deer. But the catastrophic effects of climate change had forced Peter to change course.

Apparently, the area was highly susceptible to flooding during the recent onslaughts of autumn rain meteorologists described as “atmospheric rivers.” The low-lying bridge that connected the property to the highway often washed out during the heavy weather. The storm events required someone to stay on-site to take care of the facilities and repair the damage. If Dom was that person, he could also take on some of the interior jobs that needed a contractor’s touch.

“It’s a lot to ask,” Dom had said to her. His frown sketched two vertical lines in the space between his eyebrows.

Jane balked. Dom’s brother, Ted, was already working overtime to allow Dom time off for their wedding and honeymoon. Dom’s side of the phone calls with his brother sounded tense—sometimes hostile.

“How is Ted going to feel about this? Is it possible for you to take a break from the new job?”

He stood up and walked to the window. From across the room, she could hear his heavy sigh.

“Honestly, Ted would probably like me to get out of the game for a bit. Things have been… rough lately.”

“What do you mean?”

“Working with family isn’t always easy,” he said with a slight grimace. “But hey, I can show you what the place looks like. Give you a feel for it before we make a decision.”

He handed her his phone, and she scrolled through an album he had curated from his earlier visits to the hotel. On a remote property northwest of Chilliwack, the large, chalet-style resort hotel was nestled in a green valley watched over by snowcapped mountains. Higher up on the steep slopes, crystal clear water shimmered as it flowed through leafy green forests. Everything looked clean and fresh—she could almost smell the sweetness in the air and hear the gentle trills of birds. Lower down, closer to the hotel, the river widened and darkened to a slate gray. It was gorgeous. Best of all, in the photos Dom showed her there wasn’t a person to be seen on the smooth boulders and sandy beaches that lined the Fraser River. The hotel seemed like the perfect place to rest and heal. A break from the grind of the city—and the cynical faces of her colleagues and peers—would be incredible. Returning to production with a kick-ass idea for a new film would be even better.

Jane’s thoughts raced.

She stood up to join him and placed her hand on his chest. Exhilaration and fear swirled in her body like a gambler about to double down on a wild bet. “This could be a good thing for both of us. I’m at a natural pause in production. It would be wonderful to have the space to write and dream up a new project.”

“You think so?”

The eager tone in his voice spurred her on. “My dad used to say that not pursuing an idea is like spitting in the face of fate. And this time with Sienna will be the perfect way to start our life together.”

Dom smiled. “I’ve never heard that one. Your dad must have been an interesting man.”

“He was,” she said. At least when he wasn’t drinking.

“It’s a lot to juggle. We’d have to cancel the honeymoon. And what about your apartment? How will Mickey feel about this? We’re talking about hitting the road in less than a month. And it’s remote, Jane. The Wi-Fi is unreliable. The phones can be knocked out by storms for days—sometimes weeks—on end.”

“Fortune favors the bold,” she said. “We’ve got this far running on chance and good luck. Why should we stop now?”

Dom raised his eyebrows in an unspoken question.

She smiled. “Let’s do it! Let’s spend the winter at the Venatura Hotel!”

Dom closed his eyes and shook his head. He inhaled sharply, then he opened them wide.

“God, I love the way you make me feel. Let’s do it, baby.”

The details fell into place easily.

Dom changed Sienna’s ticket and arranged for her host family to continue providing accommodation for three more weeks, slightly mollifying her after the denial of another full semester in Europe. Rather than traveling to Tofino for their honeymoon, Jane and Dom had used the time to hastily empty her apartment and restructure the operations of both their businesses so they could work remotely. The weeks had been beautifully frantic, filled with an incredible number of tasks to complete before they could depart. Jane woke up every day fueled by an energetic rush of longing for a new beginning in a place she had never seen.

Now, they were almost ready. Tomorrow was the big day. Though a tiny part of her still dreaded the feeling of waking in an apartment that was no longer her own, her trepidation was tempered by her excitement about the end of the preparations. She would meet Dom at the airport, greet her new stepdaughter, then travel together to the grand old hunting lodge where they would spend the next six and a half months. Following that, she would move into Dom’s enormous home in the suburb of Langley, where she would liberate her belongings from storage and begin the next part of her life in love and acceptance.

There was only one obstacle left to overcome: Mickey.

Her oldest friend and valued production partner had not taken the news well. Jane walked slowly to the restaurant, hoping their farewell dinner wouldn’t be a disaster.



“Are you seriously doing this?” Mickey asked in a deadpan drawl shortly after Jane arrived for their late-night dinner at Sushi on Main. The restaurant was nearly empty; only one other table was occupied. “You’re throwing away any chance we have to redeem our reputation to go chop wood for the winter and cosplay The Shining?”

“I thought you hated drama,” Jane retorted. “And I’m hardly ‘throwing away’ our reputation.”

“No, I guess you already did that.”

Jane glared at them. “I chose the truth.”

“You forced the truth. On Carol and on me,” Mickey said, raising their voice. “You don’t think about other people’s feelings in your hunt for this righteous truth you so revere.”

The woman at the table across the restaurant glanced at them, then looked away quickly when Jane gave her a dirty look.

“You’re one to talk! After what you texted me on my wedding day? What happened with Failure to Thrive changed me. I pushed someone too far and I will never do that again. Sometimes I don’t make the right call—but at least I’m not too scared to try.”

Mickey narrowed their hazel eyes. After eighteen years of friendship, Jane knew she’d gotten under Mickey’s skin. “I don’t want you to get hurt again. Keeping this from Dom is a mistake.”

“I know what I’m doing.”

“So, you’re just going to leave me to pick up the pieces while you move into a McMansion to be all Don’t Worry Darling in the ’burbs? What’s next, baby showers and multilevel marketing schemes? Ember is going to flail and die if we don’t get something going soon.”

“This is a good move. Nothing will change with Ember. Everyone works remotely now. I’ll be available online”—so long as the Wi-Fi holds out, she thought—“the entire time I’m at the hotel, and I can come into the city if we need to meet with anyone seeking reassurance about our value.”

“So, I should just field the phone calls and schedule your appointments?”

Jane ignored them and continued. “This is a fresh start. For both of us and for Ember. The Fraser Valley has a ton of potential material for us to consider for our next project. Have you ever heard of the Hemlock Valley murders? Three women, all drug-involved, all found dead within three months of each other in the same area in the mid-nineties. Could be another Robert Pickton.”

Mickey’s bespectacled white face remained uncharacteristically dull at the mention of BC’s most prolific serial killer. “You want me to wait for your direction from the sticks while people talk shit about us? About what you did?”

Jane heaved an enormous sigh.

“No one’s still talking. You’re being paranoid. But all right, fine. Get it out. Put me on blast.”

Mickey broke eye contact. “You already know how I feel about what happened.”

“But you won’t let it go. We have to move on, and you most definitely are not. First, you refuse to be a witness at our wedding—”

“I had plans! You didn’t give me any notice.”

“I shouldn’t have to! You’re my closest friend. And why so much disdain for my marriage?”

There was an uncomfortable pause as Mickey eyed Jane. “You want the truth? You’re using him to get away from yourself, from the mess you’ve made. And I don’t like him, okay? He’s basically the definition of toxic masculinity. He reminds me of every yo-bro loser who bullied me in high school—the ones you hated too.”

“You’re being so ridiculous—”

“Give me a break, Jane. Dom is a fucking caveman. He couldn’t wrap his head around my pronouns when we met—it was like talking to my seventy-two-year-old dad. I don’t know what you see in him. He’s like the opposite of everything you value. I’m sure he votes Conservative. Plus, he has a mustache. He’s practically a sitcom character.”

Heat rose in her cheeks. Mickey’s response was over-the-top and under the belt.

“You don’t know him at all, and the fact that you’re saying this makes it clear you don’t know me either,” she said, slamming her chopsticks down beside the bowl containing the last piece of spicy Agedashi tofu. “Everyone stumbles on new pronouns at first. Most nonbinary folks can extend a little grace, but not you. And I stand behind every choice I made on that film. You were with me all the way too, until—”

Mickey hammered their palms onto the table, making the tuna rolls jump. Their features were rigid. The woman turned in their direction again, but Mickey didn’t back down.

“What we did was wrong, Jane. You know it and so do I. And regardless of how I feel about Dom, he deserves to know the truth.”

Jane met Mickey’s calm words with fury. “I did what I had to do.”

“And is marrying Dom an escape route from the consequences of that choice? A chance to play wifey and let someone else make the decisions from now on?”

Jane swore. “Come on, Mickey. Am I not allowed any happiness? Should I be punished forever?”

Mickey shook their head. “It doesn’t take a therapist to see this is textbook avoidance—”

“What is wrong with you? Why can’t you be happy for me? I fell in love. He’s loyal and kind. He is the opposite of every man I’ve ever dated—including Chien—who, by the way, you adored before he canceled me. Admit it, you’re not the best judge of character either. Dom would do anything for the people he loves. You don’t know him at all.”

“But I know you.”

Mickey reached across the table to touch her hand. Jane jerked away.

“Not as well as you think,” Jane said. “He’s incredibly encouraging of my career. He wants me to work while I’m at the hotel.”

“His name is DOM! What other sign do you need? Should I start calling you Sub now?”

“Sure, if you want me to never speak to you again.”

Mickey ignored the hollow threat. “So, you’re not going to tell him the truth about our last film?”

“Why should I? The past is the past.”

“So, what, pray tell, does the future hold?”

“We are both moving forward. He’s working remotely on his contracting business too.”

“Doesn’t sound like a very strong business if he can just walk away from it.”

Jane rolled her eyes. “There’s not a lot of new builds in the winter. That’s why he’s taking this job. He’s finishing the interior reno. And his brother is going to take care of any business in the city while we’re gone.”

Mickey raised one eyebrow. “The brother who chose not to come to the wedding?”

Jane bit the inside of her cheeks to stop herself from shouting. The stares from the other diners were making her skin crawl; she had to fight the urge to tell them to mind their own business.

“As you know,” Jane said through gritted teeth, “we had to plan it fast.”

“Did you though?”

“Can’t you understand that I need to do this? Dom is my husband now. We’ve got one year with his daughter before she graduates high school and moves away. This is my only chance to connect with her!”

“How do you know she’s going to leave home next year?”

“She’s already told Dom her plan.”

Mickey didn’t respond. Instead, they looked at Jane doubtfully. Jane knew it was an interview technique to keep her talking, exposing things she didn’t intend to share. She’d used it dozens of times and couldn’t believe Mickey was trying it on her. Mickey should be supporting her, not attacking her. Their recrimination had been the reason Jane went to Spain. She would never have met Dom if Mickey hadn’t blamed her for everything. She let the silence stretch and met their gaze.

Mickey caved first. “So, this is a family thing? You’re going to be a mother now?”

“Stepmother,” Jane said. The word was foreign yet thrilling.

“Wicked?” Mickey asked, with the hint of a smile.

That made Jane smile too. “I guess. Why shouldn’t I get to have a family like everyone else? And it’s not just that. Peter, the owner of the hotel, is a friend of Dom’s. He’s in a real bind—the person who was hired to work during the off season quit on super short notice. We’re helping him out. Dom shows up for the people who count on him. I trust him and so should you.”

Mickey exhaled loudly. “Fine.”

“Fine?”

“I’ve never been able to change your mind before. I don’t know why I thought I could start now.”

“Okay,” Jane said. “Good. This is going to work out. You’ll see.”

“It better,” Mickey said. “If this is what you need, I’m here for you. You’re not over it, you know. I can see it on your face. Telling yourself you are good and being good are two different things.”

Jane clenched her fists under the table to keep herself from snapping back. She didn’t need to ruin the fragile peace. Past events had never dictated her future, and she wasn’t about to let that change now.

They signaled for the check; the server seemed relieved to deliver it. Before Jane could continue, Mickey picked it up with a conciliatory nod. “This one’s on me. Consider it a late wedding gift, okay?”

Jane flushed from the effort of swallowing a retort that it should be an apology. This was hardly the first time she and Mickey had disagreed—they’d been friends since eighth grade, when they’d worked backstage on a hilariously overwrought high school production of A Streetcar Named Desire—but this time Mickey’s criticisms were too personal. Maybe familiarity had bred contempt. A few years after graduation, they had cobbled together their documentary production company with nothing more than the small life insurance policy Jane had collected after the car accident that had killed both her parents, and the meager earnings from Mickey’s short-lived tree-planting career. They’d been inseparable ever since—until the public shaming began.

“Truce. But you’re wrong about him. Dom’s different than you think. He is a good guy. He set his daughter up with a trust fund so she can do whatever she wants after graduation—that’s why she’s leaving right after she finishes school. He wants everyone around him to succeed.”

Mickey sucked in their cheeks then nodded. “I hope so. Unlike you, I can admit when I’m wrong.”

“Um, didn’t we just declare a truce?”

“Yes. But you know me. I can never resist getting in the last word.”

“Ha. And you know me. I can never let you have it.”

After a grudging but genuine hug, Jane walked home along side streets, to skirt the oddly diagonal intersection of Grandview Highway and Fraser Street.

She took a deep breath. The early fall air was warm and still smelled like the last of the late-summer lilies. The pleasant temperature and warm glow from the streetlights filled her with a peculiar future nostalgia for the moment she was living right now. She vowed to never forget the feeling of being satisfied with herself and eager for Dom. Jane loved Vancouver and the life she had built, but he was the right next step. Chien’s cruel lack of support when public hatred rose against her had reinforced the idea that it was easier to stand alone than to stay upright when someone was pushing her down. Then Dom had arrived—the first man she could trust as much as she trusted herself.

But as she turned the key in the door of her empty apartment for the last time, the needling doubt raised by Mickey’s last question wormed its way into her thoughts. Shortly before their goodbye embrace on the sidewalk, Mickey had looked her dead in the eyes.

“Dom’s a widower, right?” they asked.

Jane nodded once.

“So how did his first wife die?”

“It’s hard for him to talk about.”

“What do you know about her? What was her name?”

Now was not the time to tell Mickey about their internet embargo.

“Her name was Melissa. And he’s still not ready to talk about her. But we’ll get there.”

Mickey glanced pointedly at the ring shining on Jane’s left hand, then back to her face.

“Soon, I hope.”

Jane hadn’t bothered to respond. Mickey was always like this when she came up with a big new idea, but they always came around. Of course, last time, it hadn’t worked out well for either of them.

Her anxiety spiked as she set her keys down on the immaculate countertop. She didn’t like admitting how little she knew about Melissa, Dom’s first wife and the mother of his daughter. It was clearly painful for him to speak about—every time she asked, he changed the subject—and she chose not to press. For now. She had to trust the magic he brought to her life for a while.

What they had was special and not to be second-guessed. Because of him, she had shrugged off the lingering effects of pandemic isolation, her bad breakup, and skeptical friends. She was moving past the scouring reviews and withering public accusations. Mickey was right about one thing. Being with Dom made her feel brand-new, and that was what she needed more than anything. The past was the past. History could only hurt if you didn’t know how to let it go.






CHAPTER | THREE

AFTER LOCKING HER FRONT DOOR and leaving the key under the frayed welcome mat, Jane wheeled her large suitcase down the dark street toward the Commercial SkyTrain station. She wasn’t used to starting her days before sunrise, and her underarms were damp with sweat before she’d settled into the molded plastic seat of the train. She transferred to the Canada Line at Cambie, relieved to be running slightly ahead of schedule. In an hour, she was set to convene with Dom at the airport shortly before Sienna’s arrival from Paris.

Though she was twenty minutes early, Dom was already waiting underneath the Haida carvings that greeted visitors in the Arrivals area. At the sight of her, his face brightened. She could feel his joy as she approached. His sparkling eyes, tall frame, and dark hair finely threaded with silver made it seem as if she were the one being welcomed home.

After wrapping his arm around her waist and kissing her cheek, he guided her up the winding ramp to the bustling baggage claim area. Unlike most airports, the domestic luggage carousels at YVR were unofficially open to the public. Dom and Jane slipped through the opening between two half walls made of dull gray stone, scanning the overhead screens to confirm which conveyor belt would hold Sienna’s suitcase.

“Right here,” Jane said, pointing to the second baggage claim area with rotating tracks empty of both luggage and surrounding claimants. “The flight must still be disembarking. They haven’t got the bags off yet.”

Dom slung his arm around her neck. “Good—I’m glad we got here before she did. I didn’t want her to think I forgot about her.”

Jane nodded, though she doubted Sienna would believe that. His ideas about what Sienna would need and want over the course of the off season had been both touching and out-of-touch—she’d had to talk him out of purchasing an unnervingly lifelike toy dachshund to assuage her potential longing for the pet owned by the Parisian family. His outlandish suggestions had become slightly grating as the number of shopping items increased. Jane didn’t begrudge Dom—she could already tell he was an amazing dad—but she was also aware of how independent a sixteen-year-old really was. After all, Jane had been only two years older than Sienna when she’d lost both her parents, and she’d managed fine on her own.

She shifted her body closer to his while she scanned the travel-worn faces at the adjacent carousels, wondering if Sienna would be weary from her flights. From the photos Dom had showed her and the fuzzy connection during their video chats, she knew her stepdaughter was a smooth-skinned teen with long light-brown hair highlighted by strategically placed honey tones. Pulling away from Dom’s warmth, Jane ran her hand through her bleached-white choppy shoulder-length bob, hoping it looked less disheveled than it felt. She’d always favored an edgy, asymmetrical, Scandi-punk vibe, but for the first time, wondered if she wasn’t due for an image overhaul. She rolled her shoulders to ease the tension down her spine, then curled back toward her husband.

“There she is!” Dom cried.

He kept one arm around Jane as he waved enthusiastically to a pretty girl with a messy bun coming down the escalator. Sienna noticed her father when she was about halfway down. She smiled and waved back. The moment her gaze cut to Jane, she dropped her hand.

Jane pressed closer to Dom as Sienna, clad in a cropped blush-pink sweatshirt and matching high-waisted sweatpants, approached them. She looked back and forth at Dom and Jane.

“Hello,” she said quietly.

“Welcome home, honey!” He removed his arm from Jane’s shoulder and swept his daughter into a tight embrace, lifting her off the floor.

Sienna responded in kind, and the two held each other for a long moment with their eyes closed. Jane stood beside them in silence, trying not to feel awkward. Sienna was the first to release. She stepped back from her dad, scrubbing tears from her eyes with swipes from the heel of her hand. Jane recognized the gesture as Dom’s, and her heart swelled for Sienna. Dom gathered Jane’s shoulders in a warm, possessive gesture that she took as her cue.

“Hello, Sienna,” Jane said. “I’m Jane. It’s lovely to finally meet you. I’ve heard so many wonderful things.”

The girl looked toward her with eyes ringed by teary streaks of makeup. “Hi, Jane.”

“How was your flight?”

“Long,” she replied curtly.

Jane looked at Dom for assistance. This was going to be harder than she had thought.

Dom chuckled. “Well, rest up. Still got two more hours until you can plant yourself for a while. Are you ready for a new adventure?”

“Is that what we’re calling canceling my entire life to drag me back to the Venatura?”

Dom’s eyes filled with concern. “It’s only for a few months, Sienna. It’s going to be great for both of us.” He held his daughter’s unwavering gaze for what seemed like minutes.

Jane grew uncomfortable. There was a current of tension running between Dom and Sienna that she didn’t understand. She cleared her throat and Dom glanced at her with a surprised expression, as if he’d forgotten she was there. Her throat dried in irritation, and she swallowed hard.

“It will be great for all of us,” Dom corrected, squeezing Jane’s shoulder.

Sienna sniffed. “I guess.” Suddenly, her eyes were glassy again, and Jane caught a glimpse of what Sienna must have looked like as a child. From the tender look on Dom’s face, he had noticed the same thing. She wondered if a parent could ever see their grown child without the layers of every age they had passed through, realizing this was the first imprint she would have of her stepdaughter’s face. She wondered how long it would take for Sienna to warm up to her.

Sienna moved toward him and hugged his waist. His face pinched with indiscernible emotion. This was clearly an enormous moment for them, and Jane wanted to respect it. When they broke apart, Jane smiled at Sienna.

“I’m looking forward to it too,” Jane said. “Mostly to getting to know you better.”

Sienna looked away and Jane kicked herself for being so corny. Teenagers and young adults usually responded well to her—she was often invited to speak at the Emily Carr and Vancouver Film School career day about her work—and they liked her cool, indie-filmmaker vibe. The smaller age difference between her and the audience gave her an advantage over other professionals on the panels, but Sienna was no ordinary teenager.

Jane pulled out her phone. “Can I take a picture of you two? A welcome home snap?”

“I’m so grubby. Hard pass,” Sienna said.

“Of course, sorry. I’m just too used to being behind the camera, I guess.”

“What do you mean?”

She tried to hide her dismay that Dom hadn’t mentioned it—and her relief that Sienna hadn’t found out anything on her own.

“Oh, I own a production company. I make documentaries. It’s called Ember—like starting a fire, you know?”

Sienna’s face lit up. “Whoa—really? I’ve always wanted to make movies.”

“Maybe I could show you one of my films when we get to the hotel. It’s not like we have anything else to do.”

“Yeah, maybe,” Sienna said, her sudden tone switch signaling anything but enthusiasm, making Jane regret her suggestion. “Dad, can you grab my bag? I have to go to the toilet.”

“You got it,” said Dom, already training his eyes on the bags that had started to slip onto the belt in front of them.

“Is she okay?” Jane asked, grateful for the chance to talk to him one-on-one.

Dom’s tone was distracted as he scanned the luggage. “Yeah. Long flight, I guess.”

“Sure—she must be exhausted,” Jane said. “She just seemed a little… off. Or maybe she’s always like that?”

Dom was too preoccupied to answer. He darted forward to lift an enormous black suitcase from the rack with one arm. Despite how many times she had seen him in action, his strength always impressed her. She took a deep reassuring breath. Their family wouldn’t be built in a moment, or a day, or even a season. Jane wasn’t a patient person by nature, but for Dom and Sienna, she could learn.

As soon as Sienna returned, Dom led them out of the airport with swift strides toward the main exit. Outside, the light wind and budding sunlight revived Jane. She debated making another attempt at conversation with her stepdaughter but decided it was better to give her space. Sienna kept her eyes fixed on Dom’s back as he cut through a small group of dazed travelers milling about just outside the terminal, walking fast to keep up with her father. Jane had to push hard to remain alongside. They climbed the stairs into the open-air parking lot where Dom located their vehicle with admirable precision.

“Let’s go,” he said, heaving the suitcase into the back of the SUV beside his and Jane’s. “Peter’s meeting us at the hotel at two p.m. It’s time to hustle.”

Sienna reached for the door to the back seat without comment. Jane had been prepared to offer her the passenger side, though long drives often nauseated her. Sienna’s choice would save her from witnessing Jane retching into the emergency paper bag she had packed. Jane slid into the front seat. Dom immediately tuned the radio to a local oldies station that she usually hated, but the muted sounds of Guns N’ Roses were oddly comforting. She watched the combination of warehouses, fast-food restaurants, and newly constructed high-rises on Marine Drive fly past the window while trying to think of something to say to Sienna.

“Did you get to see the Louvre?” she asked as Dom pulled into the left lane to turn onto Boundary Road, which would lead them back to the Trans-Canada Highway.

No response. Jane looked over her shoulder. Sienna was fast asleep, her head lolling on a pink travel pillow circling her neck. Despite the immaculate contouring and expertly applied (though slightly smudged) eye makeup, the teenager’s face was vulnerable. Jane turned back toward the road in front of them, and Dom placed a reassuring hand on her thigh. He stopped a generous distance behind the Evo car ahead and indicated to a truck turning right that he was letting them into the flow of traffic. She loved that he was a respectful driver—there was nothing she hated more than an aggressive man behind the wheel.

“She asleep?” he asked softly.

“Yes.”

Dom smiled. “She’s been like that since she was a baby. Get her in a car and it’s lights-out.”

“I’m the same way,” Jane said. “Unless my motion sickness gets the better of me.”

“Oh, Sienna gets that too.”

So, they had something in common other than Dom, though it was hardly a conversation starter.

“Yeah, I’ve had more than a few close calls.” She chuckled. “My first road trip with Mickey was a doozy. We were heading to Oregon, so we had to cross the border. We got into the line-up—you know the spot when you can’t pull over?”

Dom nodded.

“My stomach was going wild with all the stopping and starting. I couldn’t get it under control, and we had no bucket, nothing. I had to throw up in Mickey’s favorite toque.”

Dom laughed. “That’s a good friend right there.”

“Yes, they really are.”

“Peter saved my butt like that too. Long time ago, back when we first met, I had a few too many drinks on the job site after work. I was supposed to drive home, but he offered me a room for the night instead. Kept me from making a bad choice. It was the moment I realized he was a true friend.”

“That’s nice,” Jane said, forcing down a wobble of unease at his casual mention of substance abuse with a deep yawn. “I’m looking forward to meeting him.”

“Yeah, he feels the same way. How about this? Let’s avoid any nausea-related catastrophes. You rest, I’ll drive.”

“Deal.”

She closed her eyes and let the road lull her to sleep.
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