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For Khalil, whose lifelong obsession with making places livable and fair for all the people who want to live in them inspired this book.






CHAPTER ONE THE VELVET FORTUNE COOKIE


My name is Sana Merali, and I am a self-identifying, card-carrying, cheese-loving, hopeless romantic.

I’m actually quite hopelessly hopeless. There’s nothing in the world I love more than love. Reading about love. Talking about love. Seeing people in love. I even love helping people fall in love. I’m a total romance girlie, and I’m not ashamed to admit it.

It’s inevitable that I would turn out this way because I literally live on Love Street, a quiet side street in east Toronto. I technically didn’t grow up here—Mom bought Morgan Ashton Flowers and the apartment over it after my parents divorced when I was nine—but I spent my formative years on Love Street.

And I’ve been a superfan of everything love and romance since I first set up my bedroom. I painted the walls pink and covered them with hand-painted hearts and rainbows. I threw out my chapter books and switched to YA romance. I plastered my walls with pictures of couples from my favorite movies and TV shows. To this day I have a two-book-a-week romance novel habit, and I watch holiday rom-coms year-round. Seriously. I freaking adore love.

And that’s why I was happier than a raccoon on trash day when Priya, my ex-girlfriend, told me today that she couldn’t go to prom with me anymore because she’d fallen in love.

“She’s so smitten!” I tell my friend Cara. We’re at Cosmic Vintage, the store where Cara and I work part-time. This job is perfect for me because not only do I almost exclusively wear vintage, but it’s also on Love Street, right across from Mom’s flower shop. “I don’t know why I didn’t see it before, but Priya and Amber are made for each other. Somehow they hadn’t even met until I introduced them last week!”

“You introduced them?” Cara asked. “That’s odd. She’s literally your ex. Now you don’t have a prom date.”

Cara is standing behind the counter with me, helping me sort through donations for Cosmic Vintage’s annual prom drive. The store partners with a local youth drop-in center to donate prom clothes to kids who need them. It’s my favorite thing to do at the store because going through other people’s prom memories feels like getting a peek into their happiness. Cara pulls a pale blue off-the-shoulder tulle gown out of a garment bag. It looks a lot like my prom dress, except mine is dusty rose.

I run my hand over the cloud-like fabric. “Prom is weeks away. That’s plenty of time for me to find a new prom date.”

Cara wrinkles her nose. “I still think it’s bad planning to set up your prom date with someone else. Even if you two are only friends now.”

I shrug. Priya and I broke up four weeks ago, after being together for four months. I liked Priya a lot, but I was definitely putting more energy into the relationship than she was. I even staged the most epic, romantic, perfectly executed promposal our school had ever seen, complete with a dancing flash mob, a chocolate heart with her name in flowery script, and roses from my mom’s shop. Priya was delighted with the spectacle and, of course, agreed to be my prom date.

After the promposal, I scoured every vintage and thrift store in the city to get coordinated dresses in the same dusty-rose shade that flattered both our brown skin tones. I did so much work, but I think I always knew that I deserved more out of the relationship. More heartflutters, more can’t-get-enough-of-each-others, and more this-could-be-forevers. And there was no way I would meet my actual perfect person while dating Priya. We still agreed to go to prom together with our matching dresses after I broke up with her though, because we’re friends. Even in my wildest dreams I wouldn’t have imagined that Priya would fall headfirst in love with Amber Reynolds only a week after I introduced them. I’m genuinely delighted for them both.

The fact that I don’t have a prom date now isn’t a problem. It’s an opportunity.

I smile as I inspect a deep red dress with rhinestones on the straps. “Oh, this is pretty! Whoever wore it must have looked stunning at their prom.” The dress smells a bit like mothballs, but it’s nothing an airing out can’t fix. I hang it on a rack. “Anyway, I can’t be mad at Priya. Amber’s a catch. It’s funny, though. I’ve actually been ditched for Amber before. In grade ten Dawson Claymore dumped me for her because she had better boobs than me.”

Cara snorts. “Did he actually say that to your face?” Cara pulls out another dress, a long navy one with a slit up one side. She checks it for stains or tears.

I nod. “Yep. And honestly, they are better. So how do I find a new date? I asked some friends at school, but everyone’s already paired up. Should I try apps?”

“Why do you even need a date? Go solo!”

“Because this is prom, Cara! I don’t want my prom memory to be alone. You remember who you went with, right?”

I only ask that because I already know the answer. Cara will never forget her prom date, and the dreamy look she gets whenever she thinks about her on-again, off-again girlfriend is adorable. I turn to look at her and yep, there it is. “Of course. I went with Hannah.”

Cara is also a hopeless romantic, but she’d never admit it. All her romantic energy is funneled to one person: Hannah Weatherspoon. They started dating in high school, but Hannah went to university in Massachusetts on a hockey scholarship while Cara stayed here in Toronto to study physical therapy at the University of Toronto. Cara and Hannah have broken up a few times, but they always get back together. I’ve never met Hannah, but I know Cara has it bad for her.

“You just wait,” I say. “I’m going to find someone like Hannah to go with. Or…” Hockey players aren’t really my type. “Or someone as unforgettable to me as Hannah is to you!”

Cara shakes her head. “Careful, Sana. I’m worried you’d settle for just about anyone right now to get your cutesy, couple goals relationship.” Cara reaches into the garment bag that had the navy dress in it and takes out a navy floral fascinator. “Wow. Do you think someone really wore this to their prom?” She clips the fascinator to her black hair and bats her eyelashes at me. With her tidy pixie haircut and smoky eye makeup, she looks like a 1920s femme fatale.

I laugh. “You look hot. And I’m not going to settle. I can’t end up with a prom story as bad as my mother’s.” Cara raises a questioning brow as she takes off the fascinator. “My mother’s prom date was a twenty-two-year-old she met at a coffee shop,” I explain. “She only went out with him because she liked his dog.”

Cara laughs. “Your mom has the best stories. Seriously, she’s epic. She should write a book.”

Yeah, Mom is epic. Epically bad at modeling healthy, loving relationships for her only child. Which is why I want the opposite of what Mom wanted.

“How do I manifest a meet-cute? I saw on TikTok that burning bay leaves can help you meet a new love.” I’m pretty sure Mom has dried bay in the apartment.

Cara rolls her eyes. “Sana, you’re not in a romance novel. Real relationships don’t start with cinematic meet-cutes.” Cara wheels over another rack stuffed with more donated prom clothes, her chunky black boots reverberating on the old wood floor. Cara mostly wears vintage too—she’s wearing a nineties rayon floral dress today.

“Relationships have to start somewhere. Why can’t they start with a meet-cute?” I grab a garment bag from the rack. “I don’t even remember how Priya and I first met.”

Despite having a decent number of exes, I’ve never had a meet-cute worthy of the books and movies I inhale. I’ve had a few almost meet-cutes. I was once rescued by a very fit lifeguard when the cheap plastic oar on my inflatable boat snapped in half at Woodbine Beach. He had gleaming brown skin and white teeth. Plus, perfect abs. When we locked eyes after he dragged me and my sad little boat to shore, I was positive our story would end with a barefoot sunset walk with an alt-folk song playing in the background. But I never saw him again.

Then there was the time I was grabbing the last custard pineapple bun from the tray at my favorite bakery on Spadina, and my metal tongs hit the tongs of a cute girl wearing cat ear headphones and an anime T-shirt. We smiled at each other and even ended up sharing the bun. We talked about music and our favorite animes, and we exchanged Instagram handles, but other than the odd heart on one of the pics on my grid, I never heard from her again.

“I live on Love Street,” I say. “How cool would it be if I met someone here?” I unzip the bag and am met with lush red fabric. “Ooooh, a jacket. Yay!” We tend to get a ton of donated gowns for the prom drive, but very little for those who want to dress in masculine clothes.

Cara’s eyebrows go up. “Wow, that’s a unique one. Is it velvet?”

I nod as I run my hand over the soft lapel. It’s a slim-cut jacket that could be worn by any gender, in a shiny, deep red velvet. “It’s gorgeous. It looks like a red rose. This person has taste.”

“Yeah, exactly your taste,” Cara says. “I’ll make a time machine so you can ask them to your prom.”

I laugh, but she’s right. The deep red is the same shade as the corduroy skirt I’m wearing right now. I sniff the jacket and inspect it for damage. It’s in great condition—it won’t need dry cleaning or repairs before we donate it to the youth center. I check the pockets and dump the contents onto the counter.

A tube of generic lip balm, a little tin of hair wax, a wrapped condom, and a tiny slip of white paper.

Cara picks up the condom. “No action on prom night. Sad.” She opens the hair wax. “Oooh, that smells nice.” She holds the tin in front of my nose. It smells clean and a little spicy.

“Preparedness and safe sex are so romantic. As is good grooming.” I pick up the slip of paper. It’s a fortune from a fortune cookie. “Oh my god, it’s a sign,” I say after reading it. “Manifesting worked! I didn’t even have to burn leaves!”

“What’s it say?” Cara asks.

“Love is closer than you think. Its power is going to change you more than you expect.” I beam at Cara.

Someone laughs behind me. “Of course Love is close. This is Love Street.” It’s Jenn, our boss, and the owner of Cosmic Vintage. She’s been doing paperwork in the little office behind the counter all night and has clearly been listening to our conversation.

I’ve known Jenn my whole life since she and my mom are old friends from high school. Jenn’s the one who told Mom about the flower shop for sale after my parents’ divorce. She hired me at Cosmic two years ago, saying since I spend so much time in her shop, she may as well pay me.

I wave the tiny white slip of paper in the air, practically dancing in place. “This means that I will find love… and right here! Closer than I think!”

Cara takes an exaggerated step away from me. “Don’t look at me.”

I laugh. Cara is a lesbian, and I’m pansexual, but not once have I thought Cara could be my one true love. She has a definite type—athletes. I’m convinced that’s why she wants to be a physical therapist. My idea of physical exertion is changing the record on Jenn’s old player.

Speaking of, I go to the stereo and flip over the Cure album that’s playing. “C’mon, Cara. This is fate, right? I literally found a fortune about finding love while I was talking about wanting to find love.”

“Fortunes are supposed to come out of cookies, not velvet sport coats,” Jenn says, finally coming out of her office. She’s dressed how she always dresses—in tight black jeans and a band shirt from the nineties. She runs her hand over the soft velvet of the jacket on the counter. “This is a nice one, though.”

Cara shakes her head. “Fortunes aren’t supposed to come in jackets or cookies. You’re as gullible as my grandmother. She gets ripped off by the same fortune-teller every year since she moved here from China. That woman couldn’t predict what month will come next.”

Cara may not believe in omens, but I do. I slip the fortune into the pocket of my skirt. It’s a sign. I’m going to be as happy as Priya very soon.

Jenn’s gaze sweeps across the empty store. “Did any customers come in since I started payroll?”

I shake my head.

“Ugh.” Jenn cringes. “Sales are down again this week. We’ve taken a big hit since that boutique on Gerrard opened.”

Love Street isn’t very big, and only a short stretch of it has stores, all with apartments over them. After the shops, there’s a small park, then houses until the street ends. Cosmic Vintage is the biggest shop on the street—and probably the most popular. People come from all over the city specifically for Jenn’s curated vintage collection. Along with Cosmic, there are a couple of small restaurants, an adorable new café, a dog groomer, a European grocer, an empanada shop, a bakery, a used bookstore, and, of course, Mom’s flower shop. Love Street is off Gerrard Street East, which has been gentrifying a lot in the last few years. It kind of sucks for the neighborhood. Toronto’s original Little India is on Gerrard, and a lot of those old Indian businesses are being pushed out. Thankfully, Love Street isn’t really changing. It’s got its own personality—different from any other place in the city.

“It’s felt kind of slow all week,” Cara says.

“It’s been slow on the whole street.” Jenn pulls her dark blond hair into a ponytail. “I was going to start interviewing for a new part-timer this week, but now I don’t think I even need someone. You two are coming to the BOA meeting on Saturday, right? We’re going to brainstorm ideas to increase traffic to the street.” The LSBOA—the Love Street Business Owner’s Association—meets once a month, and Jenn is the president.

“Yeah, I’m coming,” I say. The monthly meetings are in my favorite café, LoveBug, and I like seeing everyone from the street all together.

Cara nods, then wheels the now-empty rolling rack out of the way. “I can come too. What do you think the BOA can do?”

Jenn shrugs. “I dunno. Maybe organize some new flyers or advertise or something. Anyway, let’s not worry about it now. Hey, maybe we can bring those seventies dresses to the front? Post them on Insta, and people will think we have new stuff.”

“Yes!” I love merchandising. Cara changes the record to an ABBA one to get in the seventies mood, and we spend the rest of our shift redoing the mannequins and front stock with a disco glam vibe.

Like always, I let my mind wander while working, daydreaming about a meet-cute happening for me right here on Love Street. It will happen. I don’t even care that much about finding a prom date—but I am going to find love. I have proof, I think, running my finger over the fortune in my pocket.

After work, I dig through my jewelry and find a big silver filigreed heart locket that I bought from Cosmic last year. I fold the fortune and press it inside the locket. Cara might be skeptical of signs and fortunes, but I’m determined. This fortune is going to come true.






CHAPTER TWO THE MEET-NOT-CUTE


The next night Jenn joins Mom and me for dinner because after, Jenn’s going to help Mom paint a whole bunch of pots for custom centerpieces for a wedding. We’re at our small dining table, which is squeezed between our kitchen and living room. Zuri, my small black cat, is sleeping on the chair next to mine. While we’re eating, Jenn and I tell Mom about the fortune I found in the velvet jacket.

“I’m going to wear this every day,” I say, holding the locket around my neck. “I know this means I’ll find someone new.”

Mom nods with a faint smile, then takes a bite of food. She’s not romantic like me, so she probably doesn’t believe in fortunes. Mom made chickpea bowls for dinner—basically, whatever’s in the fridge, plus a can of chickpeas, chaat masala, and yogurt. This time it’s chickpeas, zucchini, kale, and shredded carrots. Mom’s honestly not the best cook, probably because she doesn’t actually enjoy cooking. We’re both vegetarians though, so what Mom’s food lacks in variety, she more than makes up for in veggies and canned beans.

Most of the time I love the fact that my mother is the furthest thing from a stereotypical South Asian mother. My other desi friends are super jealous that she lets me do my own thing, as long as I do okay in school and stay out of trouble. She’s fine with me studying digital arts in an arts college next year and didn’t do the whole you must study science or math thing. She didn’t have an issue when I came out as pansexual and doesn’t care who I date as long as I’m treated well. She didn’t even flinch when she found out I’m not a virgin—just asked me if I was being safe, which, of course, I was.

We even look alike; we both have medium brown skin, curly black hair, and the perfect lip shape for red lipstick. People always think we’re sisters, not mother and daughter, but that’s probably because Mom, in her favorite denim overalls and T-shirts, doesn’t look very motherly. Mom’s a bit… different. She’s the kind of person others like to call a “free spirit,” and they don’t mean it in a good way. She was a wild child when she was young—she’s told me so many stories of her and Jenn sneaking out of their homes to go to all-night raves or hanging out in coffee shop parking lots when she was supposed to be at school. She even almost flunked out of high school and went to a community college for floral design instead of going to university, disappointing her traditional Indian parents.

She married my dad when she was only twenty-two, even though Jenn told me that their friends back in high school had a poll of which one of them was the least likely to ever get married, and Mom won by a landslide. My dad is, like, eleven years older than my mom, and they knew each other for only six months before their wedding. I really don’t know why they got married because they’re so different.

They weren’t like… cold or anything to each other when I was young, but Dad never snuck kisses or bought Mom presents, and Mom never made him special dinners or planned date nights. They never even vacationed together. I don’t like to think about it too much because ew, they’re my parents, but I was born seven months after their wedding, so they probably had to get married because Mom was pregnant, and they both have traditional Muslim parents. I’m not sure they ever actually loved each other.

Mom’s been single since the divorce, but that’s because she’s always busy with some new hobby or project. She repaints our living room about every eight months. She built a huge deck behind our apartment. She’s gotten into knitting, sewing, and even learned to play the guitar recently. She’s always doing new things in her flower shop, too. She’s very good at her job—her floral designs are gorgeous. She’s busy, but I have no idea whether she’s happy. She doesn’t talk about herself to me much.

“Only Sana would find a fortune in a jacket,” Jenn says, laughing. “Gorgeous piece. I wanted to keep it for the store instead of donating it.” Jenn’s phone buzzes, and she checks the text. “Mrs. Kotch again. She’s reminded me three times to put the rising cost of butter on the agenda for the BOA meeting.”

I chuckle. The Love Street BOA is great, but I’m pretty sure they have no control over dairy pricing.

Mom shakes her head. “This is why I don’t want to be on the BOA board. Constantly getting complaints for things you don’t have the power to fix.” Mom pauses. “I think people need to accept that we can’t control everything on this street.”

I look at Mom. I can’t read her expression—I don’t know if she’s talking about her store or about something else. Either way, I don’t like that negative talk. Like, why bother even trying if you don’t think you can’t control anything?

“Think positively, Mom,” I say. “I know the BOA will be able to help. Cara and I are going to the meeting with Jenn to help brainstorm.”

“I thought you were going to your father’s for the weekend?”

I shake my head. Dad wanted me to, but I told him I had to be at this meeting because I don’t want to spend the night at his house. “Just having Sunday brunch with them all. Noureen picked some trendy pan-Asian place.” Them all is Dad, his wife, Noureen, and Noureen’s daughter, Sarina. Noureen is really into brunching, and Dad does whatever Noureen wants. Sarina is a year older than me and in university, and I have no idea whether she enjoys brunching as much as her mother, but she does always show up.

Mom doesn’t say anything but glances at Jenn, who’s also silent. I wonder if they’re taking their own advice… If you don’t have anything nice to say, don’t say anything at all. I honestly don’t have a lot of nice things to say about Noureen, either.

“Anyway, you should come to the meeting, Mom,” I say while dousing my bowl with more hot sauce. “Maybe we can plan a cross-promotion or something to get sales up, like what you did with the bakery last year.” That was super fun—Mom and Mrs. Kotch gave out coupons for each other’s shops with any purchase. “I noticed less walk-ins at the flower shop last time I worked there.”

Mom shrugs and refills her water glass from the vintage pitcher on the table. Most of our dishes are from thrift stores. Noureen thinks we’re cheap for always buying things used, but it’s good for the planet and has a ton of personality. I love all our vintage glassware—in the evenings, when the setting sun comes through our front window, all the multicolored glasses and vases shine like gems. It’s magical.

Mom tugs at the loose strands of black hair falling out of her messy bun. She’s getting more gray strands in her curls. “You don’t need to worry about the shop’s sales, Sana. We’re fine. My wedding business is doing great. I just met with a new bride… I love doing Indian weddings. They want a fully floral mandap.”

Mom starts telling us about the bride’s ideas for the mandap—the wedding canopy that is used in Hindu weddings. Mom does so many weddings that she’s an expert on all the different wedding cultural practices in the city.

After dinner, Jenn and Mom set up the clay pots and paint on the table. I offer to help them, but Mom tells me to work on my homework instead. I sit on the sofa with my history books to work on an essay due on Monday. It’s a good thing I prefer working with background noise, because Mom and Jenn soon start arguing about what shade of pink to paint the pots.

“Sana,” Mom suddenly calls out. “Can you pop down to the cooler in the shop and grab me a pink ranunculus stem? We’re going to need to color match it.”

“Sure,” I say. I save my work and head downstairs.

The door to Morgan Ashton Flowers is right next to the door to our apartment. The space is painted bright white, with pale wood floors and a warm wood counter. I always find it funny that Mom keeps the store so serene even though our apartment is full of bright colors. I open the flower cooler in the back room and grab a pink ranunculus from a bucket, then head back to the apartment. But as soon as I open the apartment door, I hear Jenn say, “I think you should tell Sana about this.”

“Not now. She doesn’t need to know yet,” Mom says.

What are they talking about? They must not have heard me open the door. I know I shouldn’t eavesdrop, but Mom’s clearly not going to tell me this. Which isn’t a surprise—Mom never tells me anything serious.

“This affects her too.”

“Sana’s just a kid, Jenn. I don’t need to worry her yet.”

“She’s a hell of a lot smarter and more grown-up than we were at her age,” Jenn says.

They’re both silent for a bit. I wonder if I should go upstairs… but then I’ll never find out what Mom’s keeping from me.

Finally, Jenn says something. “Are you going to accept the offer?”

“I don’t know,” Mom says.

“You may not have a choice. I heard that Rossi’s wants to take over the vacant space next to it to open a floral and garden department.”

Ugh. Rossi’s is the chain gourmet store that opened nearby. If they start selling flowers, it would suck for Mom’s business.

“That shouldn’t affect me,” Mom says. “My wedding and event business is keeping me afloat. No one goes to a chain grocery store for their wedding flowers.”

“It would affect your walk-ins. They’re already down,” Jenn says.

Mom sighs loudly. “Yeah. If interest rates were lower, I wouldn’t need to rely on walk-ins.”

I frown. She’s probably talking about her mortgage interest. Mom owns this building—with the shop downstairs and the apartment upstairs—and I know she had a meeting with the bank this week. I bite my lip. Here I am stressing about not having a prom date, and Mom’s worrying about being able to pay her mortgage.

“Interest rates aren’t going to change,” Jenn says. “If your sales don’t go up, you’ll have no choice but to sell the building.”

What? Mom had an offer to sell the whole building… including the apartment we live in? Why is Mom keeping this from me?

“Hopefully it won’t come to that. They don’t need an answer right away.” Mom pauses. “Let’s see what happens this summer. And don’t worry. I’ll talk to Sana before making any decisions.”

I exhale a shaky breath. I can’t keep listening like this. They only sent me to get a flower from the cooler. It shouldn’t take this long. I call out, “Got a ranunculus!” as I loudly run up the stairs.

No one talks about interest rates or selling the business once I’m back. But it’s all I can think about. I wish there were something I could do.

Mom starts cleaning up after Jenn leaves. “Can you cover the flower shop for a few hours on Sunday after your brunch?” she asks while she’s washing the brushes. “I have to head up north. Nani and Nana need their gutters cleaned.”

Mom’s parents, my Nani and Nana, live about an hour north of us. Mom gets called if there are any chores that need to be done in their house since she’s the only one of her siblings somewhat close by.

“Yeah, of course,” I say, still thinking about why Mom would keep this huge secret from me. “Mom, would it help if I left Cosmic to come work for you instead? You seem so… busy lately.”

Mom shakes her head. “Absolutely not. Partially because Jenn would kill me, but also, I can’t give you the hours she does. You’re making money for school.” Mom smiles, but it seems kind of forced. “You need to worry about you, Sana, not me. So, why do you need a prom date? I thought you were going with Priya? I hope you two work it out. She’s such a nice girl.”

Had she been listening at all at dinner? “I don’t want to get back together with Priya,” I say. “But seriously, I can at least cover more hours at the flower shop. I have time.” I have no idea how else I can help, but I have to do something so she won’t sell the building.

“You’re such a good girl. I’m fine though.” She yawns. “I’m meeting that bride again tomorrow… I need to get some inspiration pictures together before bed.”

“Okay.” I reluctantly head back to the couch to study, even though I know there’s no way I’ll be able to focus on this essay now. I put my hand on the locket on my neck. Maybe this message isn’t a good omen for me only, but for everyone here on Love Street, especially my mom. Because we all could use some good fortune right now.



I do a little bit of googling that night about interest rates and what would happen if Mom can’t pay her mortgage. I don’t understand a lot of it, but it’s clear that sales need to increase this summer—otherwise Mom might sell the flower shop and the apartment we live in. Hopefully the BOA can do something.

On Saturday I go home after my shift at Cosmic to get my history books so I can study at LoveBug before the BOA meeting. I see Mom at the workbench in the flower shop on my way out, so I pop in to say hi. Mom looks so pretty in her floral dress with Converse sneakers and a denim jacket. She has a beautiful little bouquet in front of her made with the pink ranunculus from the cooler earlier.

“That’s so pretty,” I say. “I love ranunculuses.”

“Yeah, waste of time though. As soon as I finished it, the customer called saying they don’t need it anymore.” Mom sighs, shaking her head. “A theater company ordered it for a play, then decided to use silk flowers. At least they paid up front. Too bad I can’t sell it—I’m about to close for the day.”

“Oooh, if you don’t need it, let me take it to LoveBug and take some pictures! I can put them up on the flower shop’s Instagram.”

Mom shrugs and hands me the bouquet.

“So, are you coming to the meeting?”

Mom nods. “Yeah, I’ll be there. Jenn said it’s my neighborhood duty.”

I laugh. “Yay! I’ll see you there.”

The LoveBug café opened about a year ago, and I was utterly delighted when it did. In fact, the whole city was delighted. There was a ton of buzz from Toronto blogs and influencers, and the café is still pretty popular with people who want an adorable aesthetic for their social pics. With the pink floral wallpaper, pastel dishes, gold cutlery, and pale pink tables, LoveBug is the only love-themed business on the street. It’s such an improvement over Donut Time, the café that always smelled like cigarettes and, despite its name, never actually had any donuts.

LoveBug is owned by husband and wife Ajit Patel and Julie Choi. The design of the café is all Julie, and the menu is all Ajit. The two seem so different until you talk to them and realize they are pretty much the same person. I seriously want to be them when I grow up.

Julie’s wiping a table near the front when I come in, and she gives me a hug. “That bouquet is gorgeous!” she says.

“Stunning, right? Can I take some pictures of it here for my mom’s Insta? I’ll tag LoveBug too.”

“Yeah, absolutely. You’re staying for the BOA meeting, right?”

I nod. “I need to do some schoolwork first.”

“I really hope we actually get something done this time,” Julie says as she goes back to cleaning tables. “Something other than Mrs. Kotch complaining about prices and Grant going on about the bike thefts in the park. I get that bike thefts are a problem, but what can we do about what happens in the park?” Julie finishes wiping the table. “Want a pink chai?” She knows my favorite drink. I love the pink Kashmiri chai latte at LoveBug, not only because of the gorgeous light pink color but the sweet milky cardamom flavor, too.

“Yes, please. And a pistachio biscotti. Can you put it on my tab?”

“Sure thing. I’ll get Charlene to bring it for you.”

I drop my bag onto one of the pale pink café tables. “Who’s Charlene?”

Julie beams. “My new part-timer! You have to see her latte art. She made a perfect Mickey Mouse on a matcha latte yesterday. She’s studying biology at U of T.”

I look over at the counter and see a dark-haired white girl with Ajit. She’s pretty, with wavy hair, and is wearing plum-colored lip gloss and a pink sweatshirt with an illustration of a hamster on it.

“She’s cute,” I say.

“She’s lovely. And she’s working out so well. I didn’t want to hire her at first because she’s vegan—last time I had a vegan barista, they handed someone an egg and bacon sandwich calling it a ‘chicken ovum and pig fat’ sandwich. And they called a latte ‘bovine breast milk and espresso.’ Thankfully, Charlene isn’t judgy.”

I cringe. I’m a vegetarian, but I’m not militant like that. And if I were, I’d never take a job in a café that served animal products.

I grab a table near the window and pull out everything I need: my laptop, my history book, a new romance from the library (because I’ll need a break, of course), and Mom’s bouquet. Charlene brings my chai and cookie, and after about half an hour of taking notes, I decide that’s enough history for now—time for that photo. I pick up the flowers. It’s a self-standing bouquet, which means you can hold it or stand it upright on a surface, and it perfectly matches the aesthetic of this café. I arrange the flowers in front of my pink drink and half-eaten cookie, with the turquoise romance book in the background. When I stand to take a picture for my Instagram, I notice a guy I’d never seen before ordering at the counter.

It isn’t the fact that he’s unfamiliar that makes me take note of him, though.

Nope, it’s because he’s like… capital C cute.

His skin is brown like mine, and he has longish black hair pushed behind his ears. Plus glasses. Kind of nerdy, but in a cute way. He’s wearing brown cords and a perfectly faded red T-shirt with black bands around the sleeves, and he’s carrying a worn-out canvas messenger bag and a paperback tucked under his arm. When he turns, I see wide-set eyes, a perfect jawline, and full lips. Nice.

And also? I hear Charlene repeat his order back to him—a pink Kashmiri chai latte.

This could be the meet-cute I was waiting for. Maybe the reason I’ve never been in love is because I always go for people who are so different from me. Like Priya is a total overachiever, and I’m clearly not. Before Priya, I was with Noah, who was a complete jock, and before Noah was Dawson, who hated the color pink, flowers, or anything he deemed too girlie (except Amber Reynolds’s extremely girlie breasts).

But this pink chai guy? He’s hanging out in LoveBug and drinking Kashmiri chai, so he clearly isn’t allergic to the color pink. He’s got brown skin, so maybe he’s Indian, like me. He’s wearing cords, and I practically live in corduroy. And he loves to read! We have so much in common already.

I’m never afraid of talking to people I don’t know, so I give the guy my most winning smile as he walks toward the tables with his clear mug of pink tea. I’m hoping he’ll take the hint and sit at a table near mine.

Or even better—maybe he’ll ask if he can join me. Maybe make a comment about our matching drinks. And I’ll say something about how pretty the color is on such a gray day. Then he’ll ask about the flowers, and I’ll show him the bouquet that matches the café and the tea we’re drinking, and he’ll laugh and ask whether I planned that and if I like gardening, and I’ll tell him that my mother is a florist and I grew up above a flower shop, and he’ll ask where, and I’ll tell him right across the street.…

My perfect meet-cute on Love Street.

My skin is buzzing with excitement, but the guy doesn’t seem to take my psychic hints. He doesn’t even look at me as he takes his chai to a table on the far side of the café. Nowhere near close enough to strike up a conversation.

No problem—maybe I need to work harder to make it happen. I touch the locket containing the fortune on my neck and take the flowers over to the cute guy’s table. His head is down as he reads his book.

“How do you like the pink chai?” I ask.

Startled, he looks up at me. And yeah, he’s even cuter up close. Deep brown eyes and curly, dark lashes. “What?” he asks.

I give him my best smile. “The pink Kashmiri chai, how do you like it? I don’t work here or anything… I’m curious. It’s my favorite drink at LoveBug, and I don’t see people drinking it much.”

He looks at me with no expression for several seconds. Finally, he glances at his drink as if he just figured out what I’m talking about. “Oh… yeah, it’s fine. A little sweet, but tasty.” I like his voice. It’s deeper than I expected it to be. And very smooth.

“Good thing I have such a sweet tooth!” I say, shooting him another winsome smile while he… continues to stare at me looking vaguely confused. “Hey, can you do me a favor? Can you take a picture of me holding these flowers in front of that wallpaper?”

The wall closest to us has pale blue wallpaper dotted with pink roses. And I happen to be wearing one of my favorite outfits from Cosmic, wide-legged dusty-rose trousers and a pale cream blouse with pink buttons. I know I look fabulous and match the flowers perfectly. I’ll post the picture on Mom’s Instagram, tagging both Cosmic and LoveBug, helping three Love Street businesses at once, and I’ll have photographic evidence of my perfect meet-cute by having this cute guy take my picture.

“Just a couple of quick shots,” I say. “It’ll only take a second.”

The guy still has that confused expression. Then he looks back down at his book. “Um, I’m busy,” he says without looking at me.

Okaaay… I mean, if he doesn’t want to take my picture or even stop reading his book, that’s totally fine. But that was a little rude. I guess this wasn’t the meet-cute I wanted.

The door to LoveBug opens then, and Cara comes in. Excellent. She can take the pictures. I don’t say anything to the guy and go ask Cara for her help instead.

After Cara and I have a little photo shoot of me with the flowers, she sits at my table while I look over the pictures. “Who’s that?” she asks, indicating the pink chai guy at the other end of the café. I had no idea he was still here. I shrug.

“He must work on the street,” Cara says. No one would know it from her cool and aloof demeanor, but Cara is a total neighborhood gossip just like everyone else on Love Street. “Maybe at the bistro? Or Kozlaks’?”

I shrug again. I’m still irritated that he brushed me off so curtly, and I really don’t want to waste any more mental energy on the guy.

“Maybe he’s your future prom date?” Cara asks.

I roll my eyes. I wonder how long Cara is going to continue this one-sided conversation.

“He’s exactly your type,” she adds.

Now that, I have to respond to. I tilt my head. “Why, because we’re both Brown? Priya’s Brown, and she’s nothing like that guy.” Priya is the designer purse and shoes type. She hates messenger bags.

Cara gives me a smug look. “They are both exactly your type. You always notice high-maintenance girls and nerdy boys.”

I laugh at that. I mean, my eyes were drawn to him the moment he walked in. “Okay fine. He’s cute. But he doesn’t seem interested in anything other than his book.” I shouldn’t judge. Maybe he’s having a bad day and not looking to make friends today.

Jenn and my mom show up for the BOA meeting and Jenn sets up a folding whiteboard at the front of the café. Mom joins Cara and me at our table. I show Mom the pictures Cara took, and we pick one to post to the flower shop’s Insta, tagging the other two businesses. Alain, the bistro owner, comes to our table to talk to Mom about flowers for his restaurant, while several people line up to get coffee from the carafe Ajit placed on the counter. I look over to the cute pink chai guy. He’s still there, reading his textbook. Maybe he does work on the street. Ugh. It will be annoying to see him on Love Street all the time.

Jenn asks everyone to take a seat, and I notice that one of the rude waiters from the bistro sits next to the guy, so maybe Cara’s right and he works there. It would explain his attitude—everyone at the bistro, especially that waiter, has that French snobby attitude perfected.

The café is pretty crowded—since the meeting is open to everyone who works on the street, not only the actual business owners. A lot of people love working here, so the meetings become a social thing. After going over regular business, like dues owed and Mrs. Kotch’s butter problem, Jenn starts talking about the sales decline on the street. She explains that Cosmic Vintage, as well as other shops like Second Story Books and the empanada shop, have all reported a noticeable drop in sales since the newer trendy stores opened on Gerrard. Other business owners pipe in to agree. Ina Kozlak from the Eastern European grocer says she had sausages go bad because they sat unsold for too long. Mrs. Kotch complains no one is buying her lovingly made authentic German cakes since they can now buy a grocery store one from a display case around the corner. I wonder if Mom is going to mention the decrease in walk-ins at the flower shop, but she doesn’t say anything.

When Jenn opens the floor to ideas for what can be done to get customers buying again, people start talking over one another.

“Can we make a petition to force the Rossi’s store to close?” Mrs. Kotch asks first.

Someone scoffs behind me, and I recognize the deep voice. Pink Chai Guy. I do agree that Mrs. Kotch’s petition idea would never work because the grocery store is already open and has every right to exist, but Mrs. Kotch has run that bakery for over thirty years. Her livelihood is being threatened, so of course she’s a little irrational.

I turn to glare at the guy. He’s still at the same table with that waiter. “You can’t force a store to close because you don’t like it,” he says.

I don’t like that patronizing tone he used on poor Mrs. Kotch.

I lean into Cara. “Why does Alain hire such tools at the bistro?”

She shrugs, a sour look on her face. “Who knows, but I think you were right about him not being your type.”

Mrs. Kotch and Alain both start talking at the same time. I’m pretty sure Alain’s suggestion of how to take care of the grocery store is highly illegal, so Jenn shuts it down. “Serious ideas that we can actually implement only.”

“We can actually implement that,” Alain says. “I know a guy.”

Everyone starts shouting out ideas again. The empanada shop’s owner suggests putting tables on the sidewalks to make the street look busier. But Pink Chai Guy says they’d need a city permit for that. Someone else suggests closing to car traffic, like they do on Kensington Avenue once a month. But, of course, Pink Chai Guy tells everyone that the application process for that could take years.

This guy is getting on my nerves. I raise my hand to suggest cross-promotions on social media, like my post of Mom’s flowers with Jenn’s vintage clothes, taken here at the café. Julie pipes in agreeing that it’s a great idea and that LoveBug’s success is mostly driven by social media. Pink Chai Guy, of course, makes a comment that not everyone is tethered to their socials.

I turn to glare at him again. I don’t know why I thought he was cute when I first saw him. It was probably the pink drink that made him look good. That chai has magical properties—it makes just about anyone look appealing. “Are you going to shoot down every suggestion anyone has?” I ask the guy.

He raises a brow at me. “Only the ones I know won’t work. Honestly, I think you guys should do more research before jumping on an idea.”

The guy from the bistro next to him snorts a laugh at that.

Ugh. That’s it. I turn away from them. I should be focusing on how I can save Mom’s store, not on this smug grump. New goal: banish Pink Chai Guy from my brain permanently.

I lean over to Cara. “Well-Actually-Man is getting on my nerves.”

Cara giggles at my nickname for him.

“Why don’t we highlight the history of the street,” Reggie, the used bookstore owner, who’s sitting in the front row, suggests. I’m not surprised. Judging by the number of historical books Reggie sells, he’s a history nut. “Love Street was named after Lionel Osmond Love.”

“Who’s that?” someone asks.

That question makes Pink Chai Guy pipe in again. “You all work here. Shouldn’t you know something about the street’s history?”

Jenn, who finally seems annoyed by Pink Chai Guy, sighs. “Why don’t you tell us?”

Pink Chai Guy stands and smiles like he was given a free puppy. Unfortunately, it’s an adorable lopsided smile. “Lionel Osmond Love was a prominent Toronto city councillor in the fifties. He was instrumental in challenging post-war urban renewal policies that were displacing lower-income workers from the city core. He was a major anti-poverty activist and championed diversity before it was common to do that. There should be a plaque about him in the park that’s named after him. He’s a hero to many in the city.”

Huh. I actually did know that the street and park were named after a guy called Lionel Osmond Love, because the park’s official name is L. O. Love Park, or LOL Park for short, which is hysterical to anyone under fifty. But I didn’t know anything about what this Love guy did.

“There was a whole CBC Heritage Minute short film about him,” Pink Chai Guy says when no one responds to him. He sounds positively incredulous that we’re not up to speed on the life of this historical dude.

“Okay, but I’m not sure how we can get people to shop here by highlighting an anti-poverty activist?” Jenn asks, frowning.

Suddenly, an idea comes to me, and I stand and shout it out instead of raising my hand because honestly, it’s pretty perfect. “No, he’s right! We should highlight the name of the street. This is Love Street! Love is the common thread! Like love and romance!” It’s so obvious that I’m kind of disappointed no one thought about it before.

April, who owns the pet grooming business, shakes her head. “This café is the only business here that remotely matches that theme. And I suppose the flower shop. No one else’s store has anything to do with love.”

I clap my hands together, excited. “So, let’s make them about love! Not, like, change everything in all the stores, but just like… a love promotion. Jenn can put some vintage wedding gowns in the window. The bookstore can put a romance section up front. Things like that.”

Jenn’s eyebrows furrow as she considers my idea. I beam at her, vibrating with excitement. When she and Mom were talking about interest rates and stuff, Jenn said I was smart. I know she’ll consider my idea. “A Love promotion. That’s interesting, Sana,” Jenn finally says. “Anyone have thoughts on this?”

Everyone is silent for a bit, and then Alain, the bistro owner, suggests prix fixe date-night meals. Mrs. Kotch says she can do a promotion on wedding and anniversary cakes. Even Mom seems to warm to the idea and suggests selling small arrangements that people can give to their sweethearts.

“Can we broaden it to include platonic and family love? To be more inclusive,” Cara asks.

“And pet love,” April says. “I can sell T-shirts that say ‘I love my cat,’ or even cat T-shirts that say ‘I love my person.’ ”

I nod. “Yes! The flower shop can make friendship bouquets, too!” I’m obsessed with this concept.

After everyone throws out more ideas for the promotion, Pink Chai Guy finally says, “It’s kind of cheesy, isn’t it? Do you really think people will come to the street specifically because of hearts and trite quotes on your social medias?”

I turn to glare at him. Figures he’d call it cheesy. He seems to dislike joy.

Surprisingly, my mother is the one to rebut him. “If we make it visually cohesive, I do think people would come. We could even reach out to the media.”

“I know people would come,” I say. “LoveBug is always busy. If we make everything on the street pretty for pictures, people will flock here. Don’t underestimate TikTokers and Instagrammers looking for the perfect backdrop for their grid.” I look over at Reggie, the bookstore owner. “The bookstore can carry more romance—it’s the highest-selling book genre in the world. Feature the books up front, and people will come.”

Cara grabs my arm with excitement. “I wonder if we could get one of those big heart statues for LOL Park. The one at the Distillery District is always so busy.”

Jenn had started writing these ideas down on her whiteboard and adds “statue for LOL Park” to her list.

“Pole banners on the streetlights!” someone says.

“Little flyers that each shop can keep on the counter that says what all the businesses are doing,” April suggests.

This is such a great idea, and even Pink Chai Guy can’t argue against it. Rebranding Love Street as the street of love is the way to get people to come here. And they’ll keep coming back once they realize how amazing it is. Best of all, with the focus being on love, my mother’s business has the most to gain, as it’s the street’s only florist. I smile at her, and she grins back.

Eventually we decide to form a subcommittee of the BOA for this Love Street rebranding project. Jenn asks for volunteers, and of course my hand can’t shoot up fast enough. This was my idea, and I want to be involved. Plus, I’m going to be studying digital arts in college—any branding we do will be great for my portfolio. Cara, Julie, April, and Grant, one of the restaurant owners, also volunteer for the committee.

After the meeting ends, I turn to glance at Pink Chai Guy, but all I see is his backside leaving the café with that waiter from the bistro. It’s a nice backside, but I’m glad to see it go.

Reggie comes up to me. “I think this idea of yours has merit, Sana, but I can’t help wondering if this is all a ploy of yours to get me to carry kissing books?” He has a mischievous twinkle in his eye.

Despite his neglect of my favorite book genre, I like Reggie. He’s a Black man with a salt-and-pepper beard and a faint Caribbean accent, and he always wears buttoned-up shirts and tweed or corduroy jackets. He reminds me of my favorite English teacher. I grin. “You’re throwing away sales by ignoring the most voracious readers in existence.”

He rubs his chin. “Well, now it seems we’re entering the season of love. Fortuitously, I recently purchased a large lot of books in an estate auction, and there were quite a few romance novels among them. I’d planned to donate the romances, but maybe you could help me curate our first romance section instead? I’m afraid that I’m not well-versed in the genre. I would, of course, pay you for your time.”

Ah! Curating a romance section in a bookstore! Dream come true! “Of course. I’d love to! I’ll do it for free!”

“Oh no, my dear. I must insist. What would Lionel Osmond Love say about me using free labor to make more money for myself?”

I can’t say no to that. This will be a ton of fun.

I have such a warm glow when I leave the café. This whole rebrand is going to help Mom, Jenn, and the other business owners so much. Sales will increase, Mom won’t have to sell the building, and we can all stay here happily on Love Street. I touch my locket as I walk out into the early spring night. Maybe Jenn was right—this fortune could be referring to Love Street, not my love life. This whole street is going to get flipped over by love.

And if I also find love while helping Love Street? Even better.






CHAPTER THREE THE ONE DIRECTION BRUNCH


The restaurant my stepmother chose for Sunday brunch is playing an easy-listening cover of a One Direction song with an out-of-place country twang. It doesn’t match the “Elevated Asian Fusion” the restaurant claims to aspire to, but I’ve come to expect that Noureen’s restaurant picks are always more about style than substance. At least this place does have decent vegetarian choices, unlike last month’s Tex-Mex brunch.
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