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CHAPTER 1

SIMONE FELT LIKE HER CHEST WAS going to implode from the enormity of what she’d just posted on the internet. Was it possible to die of sheer panic? She could have googled it, except that would mean looking at her phone, and that would only increase her chances of a panic-induced death, if such a thing were indeed possible. Also, her fingers were frozen.

She could have taken the streetcar to the Queen subway station. Realistically, she should have taken the streetcar, if only to avoid showing up to work on her first day looking like she’d just come off a ski run. But on this particular morning, she hadn’t wanted to cram herself in with other commuters any more than she needed to. Too claustrophobic.

Tugging the zipper of her parka as high as it would go, she leaned into the frigid January wind whipping down Queen Street. The icy gusts had already frozen her damp ginger curls solid, and while the cold definitely stung, it wasn’t the only reason her eyes were watering.

Simone pictured her parents learning the news. They were currently doing the snowbird thing and spending the winter at their condo on Florida’s Gulf Coast. She had just been down there over the holidays with them, as well as her two older brothers and her brothers’ wives and children. Simone, who was turning thirty this year, had been the only unpartnered adult—as her mother had pointed out numerous times.

Right now, Kathy Whitaker was probably perched on her balcony in a matching loungewear set, sipping green tea with lemon and nibbling a slice of toast with a translucently thin layer of cream cheese. Simone’s recently retired father, George, was likely on the driving range already, warming up for today’s round of golf with his buddies. George didn’t have an Instagram account and could barely be counted on to see text messages, so he’d hear Simone’s news through Kathy, who perused the app daily to keep tabs on her social circle. When Kathy saw the post, she’d be absolutely mortified, but the only signs of her disapproval would be narrowed eyes, a clenched jaw, and a sharp, sucked-in jet of air through flared nostrils. Hardly a dramatic shift from her typical demeanor—at least to the untrained eye. She’d take a sip of tea to force down her distaste, which would stay inside her forever, festering, and lash out when Simone least expected it.

Simone remembered when she got her ear cartilage pierced in university. The first time Kathy saw it in person, she cloaked her disgust in a sort of compliment: “You don’t think it distracts from your natural beauty, darling?” As if Kathy really cared about promoting “natural beauty.” Once Simone hit puberty, Kathy would bring her along to get their legs waxed, their eyebrows threaded, their curls straightened, their fair skin spray-tanned before vacations and special events. When it came to the cartilage piercing, Simone suspected she knew Kathy’s real concern, the one her mother hadn’t expressed aloud: that Simone had deviated from the narrow road Kathy had paved for her, from the version of womanhood that was considered acceptable at the family’s country clubs in Toronto and Naples. Case in point: When the piercing got infected six months later and Simone was forced to take it out, Kathy let out a sigh of relief and said, “Oh, thank God. I always thought that thing was so trashy, Simone. Men won’t want to date you with all that crap hanging off your ears.”

Simone gritted her teeth. No one had wanted to date her with or without the cartilage piercing, and she couldn’t blame them. She’d been the one with the secret buried deep within her bones.

That is, until now. Now, her secret was live on Instagram. Uncontained. Spreading.

“New year, new me,” she whispered into the wind, somewhat deliriously, before boarding the subway at Queen, riding it two stops north to College, and walking the rest of the way to the Village. She’d workshopped the post until two in the morning, then lain awake spiraling about it until her alarm had gone off at six thirty. Simone desperately needed caffeine. On Church, across the street from the large rainbow-striped building that was her new place of work, she ducked into a coffee shop and ordered enough cold brew to kill a horse.

“Big day today?” asked the guy who’d made her drink, nodding at the cup.

Actually, yes! I just came out as bisexual after a lifetime of pretending to be straight! Besides the fact that it would have been a massive overshare, Simone still wasn’t used to saying the word out loud: bisexual. Just thinking it made her equal parts excited and downright terrified. “First day of work,” she told the barista.

“You got this,” he said.

Simone wasn’t sure about that, but she thanked him anyway.

She’d been so nervous about coming out that she’d barely given thought to her new job as marketing project manager at the soon-to-open Rainbow Museum. In her interview, the founder, Frankie Marlow, had explained, “We’re not so much a museum as we are an immersive, multisensory museum experience—dedicated to celebrating, amplifying, and giving back to the 2SLGBTQIA+ community.” Simone quickly gathered that “immersive, multisensory museum experience” was fancy start-up-speak for “an array of fun photo ops with loose educational tie-ins and an expansive gift shop,” but she hadn’t chosen the Rainbow Museum for its cultural prestige. She’d chosen it because a) she’d just been laid off from her project manager job at an educational technology start-up and required money in order to live; and b) she’d been determined to come out, and starting a job at Toronto’s new Capital of Queerness in the heart of the historic Gay Village seemed like an effective way to hold herself accountable.

Cold brew in hand, she crossed the street. She’d interviewed for the job over Zoom, since the building had been a full-on construction zone before the holidays. Now that they were just one month away from the Rainbow Museum’s grand opening, Simone was able to walk through the front entrance and see the space in real life.

She smelled warm, earthy sawdust with sharp notes of wallpaper glue and fresh paint, and she was instantly transported to the scene shop in the theater where she’d been forced to perform in dance recitals as a girl. She didn’t know the first thing about carpentry, but she’d always wished she could work backstage instead of performing in front of an audience. That was the reason she’d gone for a career in project management: She wasn’t a big ideas person, but she was great at making sure other people’s big ideas were executed smoothly.

Simone was surprised to find no color at all in the lobby, the walls and ticket booth plastered with black-and-white shots of the city. The only clue to the magic that lay beyond was a jet-black sliding door with a blinking neon sign that said ENTER HERE in delicate rainbow letters. She approached the sign, and with a smooth whir, the door slid open for the dramatic reveal.

Wide-eyed, Simone stepped into a dazzlingly bright and colorful atrium. In the center of the room was a ball pit with rainbow-colored balls, and shiny plastic slides that looked like rainbows arcing out of fluffy white clouds. There seemed to be other rooms branching off the atrium, but the archways were hung with thick sheets of plastic that blocked her view. Apparently, there was still plenty of work to be done.

Frankie—who in addition to being the museum’s founder was also its CEO… and her new boss—had said he’d meet her here at nine o’clock to give her the tour. She was early, as always. No matter how hard she tried to be on time, she was inevitably the first one to show up to dinner parties, the friend who held down the spot at the bar when everyone else was running late.

Unable to wait any longer, she pulled out her phone and tapped the screen. There was a whole stack of text notifications. Cautiously, she scrolled through them. Two of her childhood friends, Laney and Mira, had said they’d seen the post and were proud of her; they wanted to celebrate at their next catch-up brunch. Her university friends had revived their long-dormant group chat with a slew of celebratory memes. There was even a “Congratulations!” from her favorite Pilates instructor at the gym.

Relief rippled through her—until she saw the text message from Kathy. It was only two words, but they were arguably the most ominous two words a parent could text their child: “Call me.”

It could only mean one thing:

Her mother had seen the news.

Simone glanced at the time in the corner of her screen. She still had fifteen minutes before she had to meet Frankie. She could call Kathy now, get through the first of what were sure to be many excruciating conversations about her newly revealed identity, and have a ready-made excuse to wrap things up early. She frantically looked around for somewhere private, her eyes landing on the nearest archway covered by a sheet of plastic. She hurried over and flung out an arm to sweep the plastic aside.

Simone’s hand collided with something hard on the other side of the sheet—something that gave way, making her gasp. She heard the creaking of wood, followed by a deep male voice shouting, “NO!”

Then came an earsplitting, ground-rattling crash. Followed by another creak, and another crash. On it went, like dominoes falling, until finally the cacophony stopped, and all Simone could hear was the deep voice letting out a roar of fury and frustration.

It would have been easy to skitter away and avoid blame—no one had seen her, after all—but she couldn’t just ruin someone’s day and then leave them to pick up the pieces. Though she dreaded what lay on the other side, she swept the sheet back and surveyed the damage she’d caused.

She’d assumed it would be bad.

But not this bad.

The room was designed like a larger-than-life garden out of Alice in Wonderland, with spindly metal flowers that stretched up to the high ceiling. The walls were covered in artificial moss, the concrete floor painted a rich forest green. In the center of the room—the star of the show—was a supersize dragonfly made of wood, its slender abdomen at least ten feet long. Only one of its wings was attached: a work of art in and of itself, with intricately carved veins. The remaining three wings, which had presumably been leaning against the wall next to the archway, were now lying in pieces at Simone’s feet. A man wearing brown canvas pants and a tool belt stood at the other end of the wreckage, wincing as he clutched his wrist with the opposite hand.

“I am so, so sorry,” she squeaked. Then she noticed the rivulet of blood trickling from his wrist to his elbow and gasped. “Here, take this.” Frantically, she yanked the damp napkin off her cold-brew cup and raced toward him. Simone was so focused on the man’s injury that she failed to pay attention to her own feet, and she stepped on a piece of wing. Delicate wooden veins that had miraculously survived the fall now crunched and snapped under the heel of her boot. Simone stumbled. As she stumbled, she squeezed her plastic cup. As she squeezed her plastic cup, the lid shot off. And as the lid shot off, her entire vat of cold brew arced through the air, landing squarely in the center of the man’s white T-shirt.

“WHAT THE ACTUAL FUCK?!” he yelled, lunging backward and wrenching the front of the soaking-wet shirt off his skin. His glare hit Simone as she staggered to a stop. He was a few inches north of six feet, and he looked to be in his early thirties, with hazel eyes and tousled mahogany-brown hair that spilled onto his forehead and curled around his ears. His nose and cheekbones were lightly dusted with freckles, his square jaw cloaked in stubble. The fact that he was objectively very attractive made Simone even more embarrassed than she already was. At this point, she would have gladly welcomed death by panic-induced chest implosion.

“Let me help you,” she insisted, rushing over and dabbing at whatever she could reach: his bleeding wrist; his cold-brew-soaked shirt—

He jerked his arm away from her. “Jesus Christ! What is wrong with you? Can you not put that filthy napkin on my open cut?”

“Sorry,” she said quickly, crumpling the paper and shoving it in her pocket. She let out a shaky laugh. “I’m useless.”

“Yes, you’ve made that abundantly clear,” he said. Instead of being offended, Simone was relieved they had something to agree on.

She launched into another string of apologies, until the man silenced her with a stare that could have cut glass. Up close, Simone noticed that his eyes were strikingly unusual. His irises were gray around the outside, with a burst of greenish gold in the center. Like moss on a rock. Simone would have appreciated them more if they weren’t smoldering with so much dislike. She desperately wanted to smooth things over. “Please, tell me what I can do—anything.”

His glare became even sharper than before. Meanwhile, his wet shirt was clinging to his abs—yet another part of his body she would have appreciated more under different circumstances. “You can leave me alone so I can deal with the month’s worth of work you just ruined.”

“A… month?” Simone felt like she was going to be sick (although she’d definitely reached the quota of fluid she could expel in this man’s vicinity).

“Believe it or not, some people put actual hard work into the things they care about.” His gaze faltered for a second before hardening again. “Why don’t you go back to your fancy desk job and leave the lowly manual labor to me?”

The words hit Simone like a slap in the face. What did he think, that she was waltzing through life? That she’d pushed through that hanging tarp without a care in the damn world? Little did he know that she was on the verge of potentially being disowned by her mother. Mr. Actual Hard Work didn’t realize that she was going through her own personal hell, and that if he just made peace with her, he could take her morning from horrible to… well… slightly less horrible. But it would still be something. Simone’s bottom lip trembled. Not only had she wrecked his project, but apparently, she’d also come off as an elitist asshole without realizing it. She didn’t trust herself to say another word, and crying in front of him would only make things worse. Before she could break into tears, she turned on her heel and hurried back into the atrium. He didn’t call after her, and she certainly didn’t look back.

Her new boss, Frankie, was standing next to the ball pit, waiting for her.

“Having a look around?” he asked brightly. He was young for a CEO—twenty-eight, according to the Globe and Mail profile she’d read before her interview—with a slim build and a patchy beard and moustache that didn’t quite connect at the sides of his mouth. In that same Globe article, she’d learned how Frankie had started the Rainbow Museum as a series of pop-up events where guests could learn about queer history, pose for photos on elaborate rainbow-colored sets, and shop retail items from queer-owned companies. Photos from the pop-ups had gone viral, which had led to visitors lining up around the block, which had led to Frankie raising twenty million dollars in venture capital to open a permanent brick-and-mortar location in the Village, with plans to open more locations nationwide. The Globe had called Frankie a “wunderkind”—and here was Simone, about to look like a total fool in front of him.

“I accidentally knocked over some pieces of the dragonfly sculpture,” she confessed immediately. She didn’t want to keep quiet and have Frankie learn about the incident from Mr. Actual Hard Work.

“Oh no, do we need to go pick them up?”

We need to not go anywhere near that man ever again, Simone thought. “The guy who was working in there—I didn’t catch his name—he said he could handle it on his own.”

“Ryan Foley,” Frankie supplied. “Our head carpenter. He and the rest of our production team have been working their asses off to get the place done by the end of the month. They’re almost there.”

They were almost there, she amended in her head. She still would have felt guiltier if it hadn’t been for his asshole comment at the end—his apparent assumption that she’d never struggled a day in her life. Men. They could be so self-centered. It was a good thing she didn’t have to date them anymore if she didn’t want to.

“You’re sure he doesn’t want our help?” Frankie asked.

“I tried,” Simone said, balling her hands into fists in the pockets of her coat. “He wouldn’t let me.”

Frankie chuckled and shook his head. “Straight people are such a mystery to me,” he said conspiratorially, as though he also assumed Simone found straight people to be a mystery. She felt a swelling in her chest, counteracting the pressure that had been there all morning. Then Frankie clapped his hands. “Anyway, welcome to the Rainbow Museum! Allow me to give you the grand tour.”






CHAPTER 2

ONCE UPON A TIME, SIMONE HAD been a straight person.

In high school, she really and truly believed it about herself. Like all the other girls her age, she had genuine crushes on boys—crushes that made her knees shake, her palms sweat, and her chest ache with longing. What more was there to say? Back then, it didn’t remotely occur to her that the intense, borderline-obsessive friendships she had with a couple of girls might fall into the same category as the feelings she had for guys.

But then, in university, something strange started to happen. Every now and then, when Simone was drinking at a bar or a house party, she’d find herself making out with other girls. Or switching her dating app settings so she could see women, too. She never went further than kissing, and she never swiped right on any of the women; one thing might lead to another, and suddenly, she’d be forced to come out to her mother, crushing Kathy’s dreams of having a daughter who was just like her, only younger and full of promise.

And Simone wouldn’t dream of disappointing her mother.

At the urging of George’s parents—George, apparently, had opted to “stay out of it”—Kathy had reluctantly given up a budding career in law in favor of raising the couple’s three children. Her youth was the next thing to go. Simone saw how these losses ate at her mother—saw it in her snide remarks about working moms; in her never-ending string of beauty appointments; in the lotions she kept in her medicine cabinet, promising to lift, firm, rejuvenate, boost, lighten, and other gravity-defying verbs. Kathy had given up so much for Simone and her two brothers. Simone knew she hadn’t asked for it, but somehow, the guilt still stuck. The least she could do was try to be the daughter her mother wanted.

Which was why, the mornings after her forays into embracing her own queerness, she’d chalk up the previous night’s escapades to being “blackout,” even though she remembered everything.

And then, at her first job—working as a project manager at an educational technology start-up called Sharpe Solutions—she met Bree.

Bree Park was a software engineer who also happened to be an out lesbian. Simone and Bree were friendly around the office, although Simone sometimes found her eyes lingering for longer than she cared to admit on Bree’s elbow-length raven hair, the delicate floral tattoos that climbed up her arm, and her plump Cupid’s bow lips.

In August, Sharpe Solutions was acquired by a British company and proceeded to lay off its entire Toronto-based team. After they learned they’d lost their jobs in an all-hands Zoom call with the new owners, who hadn’t even bothered to break the news to them in person, Simone and some colleagues—Bree included—staggered to the pub across the street to drink away their sorrows. It wasn’t long before Simone found herself taking whiskey shots with Bree. Then, when she was pleasantly buzzed, she found herself touching Bree’s arm and playing with her hair. Bree asked Simone if she wanted to come outside for a cigarette, and even though Simone didn’t smoke and wasn’t planning on changing that, she said she was happy to keep Bree company. She followed Bree out to the empty back terrace, only to vaguely recall that smoking wasn’t allowed on restaurant patios.

“I think it might be illegal to smoke back here,” she said.

“I know,” Bree replied.

And then Bree was kissing her with those Cupid’s bow lips, which were as soft as they’d always looked, and Simone was kissing her back, a treasure trove of feelings set free at last. Bree cupped Simone’s jaw with one hand and caressed her hip with the other. “I always had a good feeling about you,” she whispered.

Simone was used to abruptly cutting off her trysts with women—to blaming it on the alcohol and sweeping it under the rug—but that night with Bree was different. Maybe it was the fact that she’d been low-key crushing on Bree for years, or maybe it was the YOLO mentality produced by the mass layoff. Whatever the case, Simone accepted an invitation back to Bree’s apartment, where for the first time in her life she went below the waist with another woman. Bree gently led the way. They started by making out on the couch, picking up where they’d left off at the bar. While they kissed, Bree’s hand traveled under Simone’s skirt and between her legs, cupping Simone’s most sensitive spot through the barrier of her black nylons.

“You’re soaked,” Bree said with a satisfied smirk.

“I am?” Simone asked.

“Mm-hmm.” She took Simone’s hand and put it where hers had just been.

“Oh,” Simone gasped.

Bree tucked a fingertip into the waistband of Simone’s tights. “Can I feel?”

“Yes,” Simone breathed, her heart racing with fear and desire. The next time Bree kissed her, she slipped a finger inside Simone.

Simone had come right there on the couch, and it was good—so good that when Bree asked Simone to hang out in the light of day the following week, she nervously agreed. They went for brunch at a hole-in-the-wall Egyptian place, where they shared a gooey grilled cheese with dates and honey, and fried cauliflower drizzled with tahini, before heading back to Bree’s, where Simone returned the favors from the other night.

The first couple of times they saw each other, Simone could still believe her own lies about what was going on between her and Bree. Sure, they snuggled and watched travel vlogs on YouTube after fucking each other senseless, and Simone would drift off with her head on Bree’s chest, but it wasn’t as though she wanted to date her former colleague. They were good friends who had sex sometimes. It was no big deal. But the more they hung out, the more they talked and kissed and fucked and cuddled and fantasized about road-tripping in Norway together, the harder it got for Simone to deny that she might have real feelings for this woman—the same kinds of feelings she’d had for men she’d dated in the past.

And that was a problem.

Picturing herself with a girlfriend was as impossible as picturing a color she’d never seen before. She couldn’t even bring herself to hold Bree’s hand or kiss her in public. Maybe she’d feel more urgency to come out if she were gay and depriving herself of all pleasure by sticking to heterosexual relationships. But Simone liked men, too. She had the option to go on pretending to be straight and still have a decent love life.

That was the path she decided to take on that fateful afternoon in early November, when she and Bree had been seeing each other—or rather, hanging out—for a couple of months. She had no idea how much she’d regret it.

Simone and Bree were lying in Bree’s bed, playing a game they’d invented and called Good Girl: Every time one of them applied to a new job, the other would give her an orgasm using the vibrator or body part of her choosing. For all the shame she’d inherited when it came to sexual orientation, Simone had never been shy about sex itself—not since she’d discovered masturbation in her early teens and realized how good it felt. Sex was less scary because it generally happened in private. She was a thousand times more comfortable going down on Bree in bed than holding her hand as they walked down the street, or introducing her to any of her friends—let alone telling her friends the true nature of her and Bree’s relationship. As far as Laney, Mira, and the rest of them knew, Bree was just another one of Simone’s Sharpe Solutions buddies—a former colleague she’d gotten close to through the shared ordeal of losing their jobs.

After Simone gave Bree a Good Girl reward with her tongue, Bree looked down as she wriggled back into her shorts and said, curiously, “I just realized I’ve never asked you: What do you consider yourself? Gay, bi…?”

Simone pushed herself up to her knees and crossed her arms protectively. “I don’t know,” she said with a shrug, only her shoulders didn’t fully drop from her ears.

“Well, do you like guys?” Bree asked kindly.

Simone nodded truthfully.

“Okay, then it sounds like you’re bi. Or pan, or fluid, maybe? Some people like those words better, but it’s totally up to you.”

Simone froze, knowing that if she admitted that she was bi—or pan, or fluid, or anything that wasn’t straight—she would lose control of the life she’d built. That chaos would be way worse than any conflict she could possibly have with Bree. Whatever their relationship was, it wasn’t worth turning her world upside down when she could just as happily be with men. “Actually,” Simone told Bree, “I think I’m straight.”

Bree snorted with laughter.

“No—no, I’m serious,” Simone stammered. She climbed off the mattress and backed into the dresser, putting as much space as she could between them. “We’re having fun, but I’m not, like, actually into girls.”

Bree jerked her head back as though the words had hit her in the face. “You seriously think you’re straight…”

Simone felt heavy all over, like she was buried in sand up to her chin. She managed to nod.

“… even though your mouth was on my clit about thirty seconds ago.”

“It’s just sex,” Simone said, refusing to think about the way they’d fallen asleep last night: Bree cradling her from behind, her lips on the back of Simone’s neck; their legs and fingers intertwined and their breathing synced as though they were one. Of course, now it was all Simone was picturing in her head.

“Just… sex?” Bree asked slowly, her voice laced with hurt.

Simone felt like the worst human being alive, or quite possibly in history. The kindest thing she could do was put an end to Bree’s suffering. “Listen,” she said, “I’ve been super stressed about not having a job, and this has been a good distraction, but I’m not looking for anything more than that. I’m really sorry if I led you on.”

“If you led me on?” Bree snapped. “We’ve been seeing each other for like, two and a half months now. You sleep here half the time.”

“Yeah, because we’re friends,” Simone said, as though it were obvious, and another wave of nausea crashed through her.

“THIS IS NOT WHAT FRIENDS DO.” Bree waved her arms around at the den they’d created in her bedroom: the half-drunk mugs of tea on the bedside tables; the rumpled and twisted duvet; the sex toys and laptop chargers lying across the mattress.

Simone knew it was true, that what they’d had was romantic and sexy and real, but she kept her mouth shut. Clenched her jaw and pushed it all down, like her mother had taught her to do.

Bree dragged her fingers through her hair and released an exasperated sigh. “You know what? I refuse to be gaslit by someone who can’t admit what the fuck they want.” She huffed a laugh. “God, I was going to ask you to be my girlfriend.”

My girlfriend. The words hung in the air like an apple, shiny for a second before it withered and died. “Sorry,” Simone mumbled, turning her gaze to the floor.

“Oh, babe, I’m good,” Bree replied icily, grabbing Simone’s laptop and thrusting it at her. “You’re the one who’s gonna spend the rest of her life lying to herself.”

In the excruciating minutes that followed, Simone silently gathered her belongings from the bedroom and the bathroom. Her bones were heavy, her movements sluggish. Her body didn’t want to leave the nest they’d built together, but her brain said, Hurry the hell up. She opened the laundry hamper and fished out the crewneck sweater she’d stained with tomato sauce when they made pizza the other night. Unplugged her phone charger from behind the bedside table. She trudged to the foyer and slid her feet into her loafers, which had been lined up neatly next to Bree’s.

She let herself out of the apartment.

Simone was so distraught over the following week that she tanked her interviews for two jobs and applied to zero more. Her head wasn’t in the game. It wasn’t even in the same city as the arena. All she could think about were Bree’s last words: “You’re the one who’s gonna spend the rest of her life lying to herself.” Believing the lie had always seemed easy enough since she’d started kissing girls in university. Then she’d met Bree, and it hadn’t seemed so easy anymore.

Had it ever really been easy? Drinking to make those kisses “okay”? Window-shopping on the apps for partners she’d never actually get to try on? All of it left her with a longing in her chest. Dating men hadn’t been so easy, either. Not one, but two guys she’d really liked had broken things off with her because she seemed to have a wall up, they’d said. These thoughts kept her up at night, clouded her every waking moment, made themselves utterly impossible to ignore—until one morning, Simone broke down crying in the shower, exhausted from yet another horrendous night’s sleep.

What if she’d never be able to find true love with anyone until she was honest about who she really was?

Her arms hugging her naked torso, she spoke two words that scared the shit out of her, but so softly that she herself couldn’t hear them over the pounding of the water.

She hadn’t died. Hmm.

With a deep breath, she said the words again, a little louder this time:

“I’m bi.”

Her heart thudded against her rib cage with the force of a thousand suns, but still, she was alive. She stayed in the shower for a long time, repeating the words like a mantra, until the rivulets running down her cheeks were a mixture of hot water and her own tears. When she finally got out and dried off, she felt lighter than she had before the breakup with Bree. She quite possibly felt lighter than she had in her whole life.

Fuck, maybe she did need to come out. And not just to herself and her bath products.

Though Simone was generally a self-starter, she knew that with this goal, she’d need some kind of deadline to hold herself accountable. She also still needed a job, desperately. A girl could only eat so many boxes of mac and cheese before she perished of scurvy.

The solution to both problems materialized on a bright November morning, when the air was cool and smelled faintly of overripe leaves. Simone was sitting outside at a coffee shop, scrolling through LinkedIn, when she came across the listing for the Rainbow Museum job. Her heart was racing by the time she’d finished reading the description. She filled out the application, vowing that if she got the job, she’d come out as bisexual in time for her first day of work. She spent a full minute hovering over the “submit” button before she finally worked up the courage to press it.

There was a whooshing sound and a confirmation message.

Suddenly, Simone was scared. Maybe she wasn’t ready to turn her life upside down. She prayed the Rainbow Museum was already inundated with applications, and that hers would end up in the slush pile. While she was at it, she prayed to be launched into the sun.

The week before Christmas, she got an offer.

She would start after New Year’s.

“Exciting life update,” she wrote in her Instagram caption, beneath a selfie she’d taken on the roof of her apartment building. “I’m thrilled to share that I’ve accepted a new job as marketing project manager @TheRainbowMuseum, a new destination dedicated to celebrating 2SLGBTQIA+ pride all year round! In the spirit of pride, I think it’s time I finally tell the world… I’m bi!”






CHAPTER 3

AS HE LED HER AROUND THE ball pit, Frankie flashed Simone a knowing smirk. “I saw your Instagram post this morning. Epic.”

“Oh—thanks,” she stammered. That explained why he’d made the joke about straight people being a mystery; he’d already known she was bi. It felt strange to be perceived as queer by someone other than Bree, and the fact that it felt strange made her wonder if she’d made a mistake. What if she actually was straight? No, that was another absurd thought brought to her by her own crushing anxiety. Straight people didn’t cry literal tears of relief after finally coming out to themselves in the shower.

“You must feel so free,” Frankie said.

“And terrified,” Simone admitted. Kathy’s text message flashed through her mind. “Call me.” With a period and everything.

“Fair,” he said. “But the good news is, there’s no need to be terrified here. Our team is the best.”

Except for Mr. Actual Hard Work, Simone thought. She understood why he hadn’t wanted her anywhere near the wreckage she’d caused, but he could have at least accepted her countless apologies instead of glaring at her with those eyes of his. Her morning had been just as tumultuous as his, if not more so.

“Guests will exit through the gift shop, which is gonna be through there.” He nodded at the plastic tarp on their left. Sweeping aside another tarp, he led her into a long hallway painted with bright rainbow stripes, plaques lining the walls. Simone glanced at the first one on her right: “1918: Canada’s (and North America’s) first known queer publication—a literary magazine called Les Mouches Fantastiques—is founded in Montreal by poet Elsa Gidlow and journalist Roswell George Mills.”

“It’s a whole timeline of queer history in Canada,” Frankie explained. Before Simone could move on to the next plaque, he steered her through a doorway to another photo-friendly space, this one circus-themed, with swings suspended from the ceiling. The next space looked like a psychedelic trip with giant neon mushrooms and butterflies. Then they took the elevator to the second floor, where there were even more themed rooms, including one with an underwater mermaid aesthetic, and another with a rainbow picket fence and artificial grass dotted with pink flamingos, garden gnomes, and pinwheels.

Finally they took the elevator up to the management floor. “Our conference rooms are named after queer icons,” Frankie explained. “That’s Ru Paul, Cher, Freddie Mercury, Lil Nas X, and Elsa.”

“Elsa?” Simone asked.

“From Frozen,” he replied.

Simone raised her eyebrows. “Elsa’s queer?”

“I mean, not officially, but the vibes are there. Her parents force her to hide who she really is, she ends up isolated from the rest of society, she doesn’t end up with a dude at the end…”

“Whoa.” Simone had watched the movie multiple times with her niece and never once put that together. “My mind is blown.”

Frankie grinned. “Right?”

What she didn’t tell Frankie was that the revelation also stressed her out. Not because she was some diehard Frozen fan, but because now she was wondering how many other queer symbols she was oblivious to. What if Frankie secretly suspected she wasn’t really bi? She had an absurd impulse to blurt out that she’d had sex with a woman before—many times, in fact! Simone bit her bottom lip to prevent herself from getting fired for sexual harassment on her first day. She needed to get a handle on her anxiety. She also needed to rewatch Frozen and probably every movie she’d ever seen.

Frankie took her around the office to meet the museum’s twenty full-time employees, starting with the creative team, whose desks were scattered with mock-ups of the rooms she’d seen downstairs. Then came the operations team, the guest experience team, the finance team, and finally, the marketing team—Simone’s people.

As she shook her new colleagues’ hands and surveyed their workspaces, Simone was struck by just how out they all were. Nina Gómez, the communications director, was a fortysomething woman with a long, slicked-back ponytail and a handshake that almost crushed Simone’s metacarpal bones. On her desk was a lesbian flag sticking out of a pencil cup with stripes in the same colors. Seth Li, who ran the company’s social media accounts, was dressed in billowy pleated pants and an oversize neon windbreaker, and was sipping from one of those giant Stanley water bottles with the words GAY AND TIRED emblazoned on the side. She smiled and complimented it, while wondering if she looked queer enough to fit in here. How did one go about looking more bisexual, anyway? When they reached her barren new desk, Simone decided she’d need to peruse Etsy for some blue, purple, and pink bisexual decor.

Frankie left her to get settled, and she plopped down at her desk. Seth, who sat next to her, slid over in his rolling chair and offered to get Simone set up on the Rainbow Museum’s Slack. “This is the main room, for company-wide stuff, and then we have separate rooms for specific departments,” he explained as he clicked away on her laptop. His nails were painted purple, a similar shade to his windbreaker. “Okay, that’s probably good, work-wise. Now let’s do the main event: the fun rooms.”

Simone watched as he proceeded to add her to a dozen more Slack rooms that had nothing to do with the Rainbow Museum. One room was simply called “queer animals,” and was entirely devoted to sharing links about, well, queer animals. Most recently, Frankie had dropped in a link about a giant tortoise in Ecuador who’d been in a bisexual love triangle for seventy-five years. People had responded with messages like SAME and ICON. Seth returned her laptop with a warm smile, and Simone spent the next little while clicking from Slack channel to Slack channel. A few colleagues sent private messages welcoming her—again—to the Rainbow Museum. Her anxiety got the message to lay off her for a bit. Simone’s new coworkers—minus Mr. Actual Hard Work—were friendlier and more welcoming than she ever could have imagined. A grin crept across her face as she sat there staring at her laptop, not just from the Slack memes, but from relief. For the first time in her life, she wasn’t hiding. She was exposed—and still, she was safe.

Simone looked up when Frankie rapped his knuckles on the edge of her desk. “Have a second to chat? I have super exciting news.”

Simone wasn’t sure anything could be more exciting than having found her way to this queer oasis, but she was eager to hear what Frankie had to tell her. She followed him into a conference room—Ru Paul—where they sat down opposite each other on beanbag chairs. Frankie leaned forward, put his elbows on his knees, and steepled his fingers.

“So,” he said, “how do you feel about Whistler?”

“As in, the ski mountain?”

“Correct.”

“I’ve never been, but I’ve heard it’s amazing, obviously.” It was the most famous ski destination in Canada. Simone had been skiing since she was three or four, but mostly in Ontario and once in Quebec. She’d been dying to ski out west at some point, where the mountains were massive and the snow was powder-soft.

“How would you like to go?”

Simone raised her eyebrows as her jaw dropped open. “Seriously?”

“Have you heard of the Whistler Pride and Ski Festival?”

Simone shook her head, although the word Pride gave her a general idea of where this was going. Adrenaline coursed through her veins, made her hands shake. She clamped them between her thighs as Frankie continued talking.

“It’s basically a week of skiing and snowboarding during the day and Pride parties at night,” he explained. “I’ve been a bunch of times before, and it’s epic. Seriously, some of the best weeks of my life.

“But anyway, this year, I made a deal with them that the Rainbow Museum would provide selfie stations at all their events in exchange for a week of amazing publicity.” Based on the look he gave her, he clearly thought he’d gotten the better end of the deal. “We’ll get someone local to build the sets, but I also want one of our team members to be there in person repping the brand and getting people pumped about visiting us the next time they’re in Toronto. And the plan is to open a Vancouver location at some point, too. Nina, who you met earlier, was supposed to go, but she has a family wedding or something.” He waved his hand dismissively. “I know it’s not quite in your wheelhouse, but I did hire you to focus on marketing projects, specifically. And we’re a fairly small team—more like a family, really—so I rely on people to wear different hats sometimes. Whaddaya think?”

She wasn’t going to give her new boss the honest answer, which was that (a) as much as she already loved the Rainbow Museum, the thought of being an outspoken brand rep had her stomach in knots; and (b) the prospect of attending her first Pride festival while out was exciting, sure, but also made her long to be swallowed whole by the squishy beanbag chair. She’d spent *checks watch* approximately three hours as an out bisexual. That morning’s Instagram post had been the first time she’d declared her sexuality outside of her own shower. Was she really ready to put herself out there at a Pride festival? Was she even qualified?

“Oh, and you’d be totally free to ski or snowboard or whatever during the day,” Frankie added. “You’d only really be working in the evenings.”

Simone forced a smile. The promise of having free time to ski felt irrelevant compared to the magnitude of everything else.

Frankie was looking at her expectantly. She needed to give him an answer.

Nervous as she was to agree to the assignment, Simone wasn’t about to let her boss down on her first day of work.

She glanced over his shoulder, through the glass wall of the conference room, to the group of people who’d welcomed her so warmly this morning. Maybe she didn’t want to let herself down, either. She’d develop new career skills—lean in, or whatever it was that women were supposed to do in the corporate world. And it would be her first Pride as an out bisexual! Sure, she was nervous to put herself out there in such a big way, but her first morning at the Rainbow Museum had emboldened her. She released her hands from between her legs and placed her palms on her knees.

“I’m in,” Simone declared, and as soon as she said it, she felt light and fizzy, like her body was filled with champagne. “When is it?”

“The end of January.”

“The end of this January? As in… the end of this month?”

“Is that gonna be okay, timing-wise? I’d go myself, but it’s the week before our grand opening, and I know I’ll have so much shit to do here.”

“That’s totally fine!” It was more than fine—it was ideal. Invigorating. A way to celebrate the massive step she’d taken by finally coming out.

“Okay, phew. You’re a lifesaver.” Frankie leapt to his feet and clapped her on the shoulder. “I’m so jealous you get to go! It’s, like, the queerest place on earth. You’re gonna love it.”



SIMONE CATEGORIZED HER FRIENDS INTO TWO distinct groups: the childhood friends she’d grown up with; and the friends she’d made in university. She appreciated them all for different reasons, but there was no one she would have felt comfortable opening up to about her sexuality. The people she’d grown up with were all straight, many of them already married or soon to be married. In the past year, Laney and her husband had welcomed their first baby, and Mira and her fiancé had closed on a house in Pickering with a front lawn, a backyard, and a two-car garage. Their conversations had shifted to mortgages and day care prices—not much room for Simone’s am-I-queer chaos. She still met up with them for brunch. She liked baby photos. But as time went on, she felt the disconnect more and more—even when they were together.

The relationships she’d forged in university were more surface-level and situational than they were deep. The kind where once you’re no longer sharing a house in Guelph or seeing each other in class every day, you make brunch plans you never follow through on, send a few We should totally catch up! texts, and then mutually ghost each other until the group chat dies of natural causes. She knew part of that was on her. She’d always kept a piece of herself walled off, and it had left a quiet space between her and everyone else.

Needless to say, when Simone looked up from her laptop to find her new colleague Lucy LaFrance standing next to her desk asking her if she’d like to grab lunch with her, Simone was more than happy to oblige. Lucy, a blond woman who looked to be around forty, worked in the finance department and had helped Simone get set up in the payroll system that morning. She wore a fuzzy white turtleneck tucked into high-waisted orange pants, and a long wool coat with a button pinned to the lapel that said CHILDLESS CAT LADY.

“I love the button,” Simone said as she zipped up her parka.

“Thanks!” Lucy beamed. “I got it at this cute place around the corner. I can show you sometime.”

“Cool,” Simone replied, knowing she’d have to work up the courage to wear something like that herself.

She and Lucy walked north to a cozy café that served soup and sandwiches. Lucy was bubbly and warm, and by the time they’d arrived, Simone knew all about her wife, Holly, and her three rescue cats: Cheddar, Gouda, and Blue. She’d spent fifteen years working soul-crushing corporate jobs, until one day she came across a finance job at the Rainbow Museum, back when they’d just leased the building in the Village. She’d jumped at the chance to work for a company that seemed more aligned with who she was.

After they placed their orders at the counter, Lucy fished around inside her tote bag. “This is my treat, by the way.”

“Really?”

“It’s your first day,” Lucy insisted. “Also, I heard you came out on Instagram this morning.” She extricated her wallet and looked inside. “Oh shoot. Now, what did I do with my credit card? That is the question. Oh!” She shoved her wallet back into her tote bag, pulled out a paperback fantasy novel, and opened it to the middle, where her credit card was nestled in lieu of a bookmark. “Don’t judge me! I was reading in line at the coffee shop this morning and it just happened.”

Simone smiled. She usually shied away from chaos, but Lucy’s personal brand was endearing.

They carried their food to a table by the window. “So,” Lucy asked as they ate, “what have people been saying about your post? I hope you’re getting lots of nice messages.”

Simone intentionally hadn’t opened the app all morning, and she’d turned off every form of notification. She confessed all this to Lucy, then said, “I guess I should probably look, shouldn’t I? I’m going to have to do it at some point.”

“It’s up to you, but if you wanna do it, I’m here for moral support.”

With a deep breath, Simone reached into the pocket of her parka, dug out her phone, and braced herself. “Okay. I’m doing it.”

She tapped the Instagram icon—and almost dropped her phone into her tomato basil soup. “Oh my God.”

“What is it?”

“Four hundred and seventy-six people have liked my post.” Simone gazed up at her colleague in disbelief. “That’s like… more than double the number of followers I have.”

“Hell yeah!”

Simone turned back to the app, where she discovered that Seth had re-shared her post from the Rainbow Museum account. Complete strangers had been liking the post and leaving comments, from thoughtful messages to strings of rainbow emojis. She scanned the comments with that strange mix of relief and terror she’d felt after sharing the post. Each “congratulations” was a weight off her shoulders, but it also made her news more permanent. She couldn’t go back into the closet now, even if she’d wanted to.

“Cheers to you.” Lucy raised her water bottle before taking a sip. “It sounds like things couldn’t have gone better today.”

Simone sighed and put her phone down. “Sadly, not quite.” She proceeded to tell Lucy about her mother’s ominous text: “Call me.” “I am dreading having to talk to her,” she said with a groan. “It’s gonna be awful.”

Lucy sighed and squeezed Simone’s hand. “You poor thing. I remember that feeling. I was so nervous to come out to my mom, I puked into my purse on the bus ride to her house.”

“Into your purse?”

“It was better than on my lap!”

“How did it end up going?”

“I put the bag in the wash. She lived.”

“I meant coming out to your mom.” She chuckled.

“Oh! That was a total nightmare,” Lucy replied.

Simone grimaced. “Is she super homophobic?”

“The opposite,” Lucy said. “She’s a sex therapist.” Simone clapped a hand over her mouth. Lucy leaned across the table and lowered her voice to a whisper. “When I told her I was into women, she went down to her office in the basement, came back with her female anatomy model, and literally started lecturing me on how to find the G-spot.”

Simone would have killed for a sex talk from Kathy instead of whatever verbal thrashing her mother had in store for her. (This was saying something, given that in their actual “birds and the bees” conversation, Kathy had lectured a thirteen-year-old Simone on the dangers of being branded a “certain kind of girl” that no man would ever want to marry.)

The last thing Simone did before she left the office that evening was pop into the all-gender washroom. There were messages of affirmation stuck to the mirrors above the communal sink, and she read them under her breath as she lathered her hands with soap.

“I am a true work of art.”

“I am proud of who I am.”

“I am fierce and strong.”

She wanted desperately to believe these things, but the confidence she’d started to develop at work today was in shambles at the thought of calling her mother on the way home. She dried her hands, zipped up her parka, and swung her tote bag over her shoulder. Outside the Rainbow Museum, the sun had already gone down, and the air was even colder than it had been this morning. Nevertheless, after taking the subway to Queen, Simone skipped the streetcar again and set off east on foot so she could make the dreaded phone call in relative solitude.

Simone was almost as nervous now as she’d been before posting her announcement this morning. All she could feel was the thump of her heart slamming into her rib cage. Panic zipped through her veins, numbing her hands and making her eyes feel too small for their sockets. Summoning what little strength she had left, she pushed the call button.

The phone rang three times. She wanted and didn’t want to hear her mother’s voice. She’d be relieved to get this over with, but at the same time, she knew it was going to be awful. After another ring, Kathy picked up. Instead of hello, she just said: “Simone.”

Simone’s heart was about to burst through the front of her parka and flop onto the pavement. “Hey, Mom.”

Silence.

“You, um… you wanted me to give you a call? I’m assuming, um, that I know what it’s about…”

“Your… news,” Kathy said slowly.

The way she was stretching this out was somehow even worse than if she’d immediately launched into a disapproving tirade. Simone felt as if she were tied to a chair while her mother wound up gradually for one big knockout punch.

“It’s really not that big of a deal,” Simone blurted out, even though it had obviously been one of the biggest pieces of news she’d ever shared in her life. “I mean, when you think about it, isn’t everyone a little bit bi? There’s that country singer who came out last week, and that football player. Also, people think Eleanor Roosevelt was bi.” (She’d learned this by reading through the Rainbow Museum Slack channels today, but good lord, why was she dragging Eleanor Roosevelt into this?) “And, don’t worry, this doesn’t mean I’m never gonna date men again and only be with women for the rest of my life. Not that it’s bad to be a lesbian, either! I just meant that this isn’t going to be some big, dramatic change.”

More silence. Simone racked her brain for what else she could say to soften the eventual blow. But then she heard something unexpected on the other end of the call.

“Mom?” she asked, concerned. “Are you… crying?”

Kathy’s answer came in the form of a loud sniff. “Oh, honey,” she choked out, “I just love you so much, and I don’t want you to have a hard life.”

Simone leapt into the role of comforting her mother. “Oh, Mom, it’s okay, I started a new job where everyone’s super queer—”

It had been the wrong thing to say. “You may not realize this in your little bubble, Simone, but there are hateful, homophobic people out there!” Kathy wailed.

“It’s better in some places than others,” Simone said gently, even as fear climbed up her chest. What if her mother had a point? “I probably won’t be moving to Florida anytime soon, but Toronto’s pretty accepting…”

Kathy let out a sob. “So now you’re done with coming down to the condo?”

“No, no, that’s not what I meant!” Simone’s voice wavered; she was on the verge of crying herself. “I’ll always come visit you and Dad.”

“Your father’s worried, too,” Kathy said. “You know how hard he worked to give you and your brothers a good life.”

“Oh, Mom, you both worked hard.”

“I appreciate that, darling.” Kathy sniffed. “Your father and I both—we never want to see you suffer.”

Tears ran hot and fast down Simone’s cheeks. Making her parents angry would have been awful, but disappointing them was downright unbearable. She didn’t know what to say except, “I’m sorry, Mom.” The more her mother cried, the more Simone did, too.

As Simone started over the bridge to Leslieville, where she lived, Kathy finally seemed to catch her breath. “Well, I suppose there’s nothing we can do about it now, is there?”

“No, I guess not,” Simone answered guiltily. She never should have come out. This had been the biggest mistake of her life.

Kathy sighed. “Simone, this’ll take some time for us to get used to, that’s for sure. You’ll have to be patient with us.”

Simone wiped her eyes. “I will. I promise.”

Another sigh. “Well, I need to go clean myself up before we head out to dinner, so I’ll let you go.”

“Okay.”

“Talk soon, darling.”

Simone stopped walking and stuffed her phone into her pocket. She was halfway across the bridge, the towering trusses to her left and the Don River to her right. She approached the edge, gripped the railing, and peered down at the black water. The metal in her hands felt like ice, and the river would be even colder. It would swallow her whole and she wouldn’t feel a thing.

No sooner had the thought crossed her mind than she let go of the railing, took a big step back, and folded her arms across her chest. She hurried across the rest of the bridge. The relief she’d enjoyed at the Rainbow Museum was gone; the weight returned to her shoulders. If coming out was supposed to have made her life easier, then maybe she’d done something terribly, horribly, wrong.
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