
  
    
  


  Not Your Valentine


  JACKIE LAU


  Not Your Valentine


  Copyright © 2023 by Jackie Lau


  Published by Rakuten Kobo Inc. as Kobo Originals


  This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents either are a product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.


  Edited by Ali Williams


  Proofread by Page & Proof Editorial


  Cover design and illustration by Alissandra Seelaus


  Production by Bright Wing Media 


  All rights reserved. For information about permissions to reproduce this book address Rakuten Kobo, 1-135 Liberty Street, Toronto, Ontario, M6K 1A7.


  ISBN 9781774538487


  Website: www.kobo.com/originals


  Chapter 1


  I hesitate for a moment before destroying the roof. It’s almost too pretty to eat. But there’s a piece of salami with my name on it, so I grab a salami “shingle” off the charcuterie chalet, place it on a small cracker from the walkway, and pop it in my mouth. I follow this up with a sip of wine.


  “Noooo!” Esther Zhang cries with faux outrage.


  “It had to be done,” I say. “Charcuterie chalets are meant to be eaten. We couldn’t just look at it all night.” Though it was very impressive appearance-wise, and Esther had snapped many pictures of her handiwork.


  Emboldened by my move, Whitney McPherson grabs a cheese “brick,” and half the roof collapses. Jasmeet Gill reaches for a pretzel stick.


  This is my kind of New Year’s Eve celebration: a charcuterie chalet and copious amounts of wine with my closest friends. The four of us met in undergrad, where we all studied chemistry. Esther’s roommates—both PhD students, like her—are away for the holidays, so she’s invited us over. We’re sitting on dilapidated couches in the living room.


  “New Year’s resolutions, anyone?” Esther asks.


  “Finish planning my wedding,” Jasmeet says without missing a beat. “I don’t have time for anything else.” She’s currently doing her residency in family medicine.


  “I plan to start going to the gym three times a week,” Whitney says, “and use my meditation app every day.”


  “Weren’t those your resolutions last year?” Esther asks.


  “Yeah, but I didn’t do them. And I really want to get in shape. Luca has so many active hobbies, and I’d like to keep up with him.”


  Luca didn’t factor into Whitney’s resolutions a year ago. She only met him in April, but they’ve since become pretty close. He’s hanging out with some friends now, but he’ll be over before midnight so they can ring in the New Year with a kiss.


  Jasmeet’s fiancé, on the other hand, is visiting his family in BC, so he won’t be here.


  Esther and I? Well…


  “My New Year’s resolution is to start dating again,” Esther says.


  I almost spit my red wine on the couch.


  “What?” she says. “Why shouldn’t I date?”


  I appreciate having another single person in our friend group, that’s all. But if she wants to put herself out there, that’s her choice.


  “You should join me!” she adds.


  Now, that’s taking things a little far.


  First of all, I do not do New Year’s resolutions. I think they’re stupid. You’re never going to catch me making a resolution to eat healthier, save more money, or go to the gym more often.


  Second of all, I’ve sworn off dating.


  “We’ll both sign up for dating apps and singles mixers,” Esther says.


  “Singles mixers?” I ask in horror. “Are those actually a thing? Wait—never mind. I don’t need to know. I have no interest in dating.”


  “Aw, come on!”


  Everything inside me recoils at the idea of “putting myself out there.” I prefer being alone in my apartment with a book and a glass of wine, tea, or similar, rather than risk going viral on the internet.


  That’s how my last relationship ended.


  Charlie Kung broke up with me at a restaurant last Valentine’s Day, a break-up that practically everyone in the world witnessed.


  Okay, I’m exaggerating, but only a little.


  You know that clichéd line, “It’s not you, it’s me”? Well, Charlie didn’t say that. Instead, he said, “It’s not me, it’s you. You’re holding me back.”


  I wish I were kidding.


  And I wish he hadn’t done it in public. At a loud volume. While someone was filming it, and someone else was live-tweeting the whole debacle.


  The video went viral. It was everywhere. Why can’t people mind their own damn business and not post such shit online? Please. Just stick to posting about your own lives.


  It was a low point in the life of Helen Tsang, boring lab tech who just wants to drink wine and eat charcuterie without being perceived.


  Anyway. Nothing I can do about it now, except make sure it never happens again.


  “I’m not interested in dating,” I tell my friends. “But you, uh, have fun,” I say to Esther. “Stay safe. Try to avoid public break-ups.”


  “It’s been almost a year,” Whitney says. “You sure you don’t want to try again?”


  “I’m sure.”


  Yeah, I know, not every guy out there is Charlie Kung, but I’m just not interested. Although I’ve never been the super romantic type—roses and pink hearts? Meh—I can’t even tolerate the idea of anything lovey-dovey now.


  Valentine’s Day is such an insincere holiday, a performance I don’t understand. Charlie took me out to a nice restaurant, putting on a show for February fourteenth, even though he was already having doubts about the relationship, as he later revealed. And then, when I laughed at his terrible business idea, he told me he’d “reached his limit” and decided to break up on the spot.


  Whitney looks at me with pity, and that’s the part I’ve hated most about this whole nonsense, once the initial shitshow died down: people feeling sorry for me.


  There’s something about it that makes me more than a little uncomfortable.


  I’ve told my friends not to feel bad for me. It happened, it’s mostly over now—sure, the other day, someone dredged up the video and it briefly circled around the internet again—but the first week was the worst, and that’s long past. Though I do suspect it’ll be brought up again this coming Valentine’s Day.


  When I glare at Whitney, she stops looking at me like I’m a pitiful creature and manages a smile.


  “Maybe I’ll date again one day,” I say. I don’t foresee returning to the dating scene, but it’s still a slim possibility. Plus, it’s best not to be too negative, because one of my friends would call me out on it, and I’m not in the mood for any psychoanalysis. “Just not ready yet. We’re still young.”


  “The other day,” Esther says, “a guy looked mildly freaked out after learning that I’m twenty-nine.”


  I snort. “How old is he?”


  “Twenty-one.”


  “Was he hitting on you?”


  “Well, not after I told him my age. He insisted that I shouldn’t worry, it wasn’t too late to accomplish my dreams, but he spoke like he didn’t really believe it.”


  I remember being twenty-one. I was in my final year of undergrad, planning to go to grad school.


  I’ve definitely changed since then.


  “If you’re not going to date,” Jasmeet says, “what are your resolutions?”


  “Helen doesn’t do resolutions, right?” Esther looks at me.


  I nod. “They’re silly. In January, the gyms are full of people who made resolutions.” So I’m told; I don’t go to the gym. “But that doesn’t last, does it? It’s foolish to resolve to do something that you’ll give up in a few weeks.”


  “I feel attacked.” Whitney sticks out her tongue at me. “But this year will be different.”


  “Though I do resolve not to be dumped on Valentine’s Day. I think that’s a good resolution. One I can keep.”


  My friends laugh, though Whitney’s chuckle seems a bit forced.


  I think she’d feel more comfortable if I could prove that I’ve moved on. But I have moved on. The whole thing made me realize that romantic relationships aren’t something I need, just like I realized a PhD wasn’t for me. I don’t need to “move on” the way other people want me to. No, I just need more wine and cheese…and salami roof tiles.


  “By the way,” I say as I reach for a piece of salami, “Charlie has a new girlfriend.”


  “Bastard,” Whitney says.


  I don’t really care. It’s not like I’m jealous of his new woman—ha!—but I do appreciate my friends calling him “bastard” and other colorful terms.


  Still, it does seem unfair. Even though I don’t want a relationship right now, it feels wrong that he’s found himself in a relationship again before me.


  After my friends get tired of cussing out Charlie, they jokingly suggest other resolutions for me, such as learning how to play the bagpipes (I’m sure my neighbors would love that), keeping my closet perfectly clean (as if), and no longer spending an hour scrolling through Netflix without actually watching something. (Yes, this is a terrible waste of time and I shouldn’t do so much of it, but I refuse to set resolutions that won’t be kept.)


  Last New Year’s Eve, Charlie wanted to go to a club, and for some reason, I agreed to this appalling suggestion, even though I don’t like crowds, dancing, or loud music. Being single and hanging out with friends is definitely an improvement.


  I help myself to some cheese, lamenting the fact that the charcuterie chalet is more than half finished, but then Esther heads to the kitchen and returns with another charcuterie chalet—I can’t believe she made two—and another bottle of wine.


  Yep, this party is just getting started.
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  At twelve forty-five, I get on the subway with a bunch of people who are drunker than I am. A few are wearing sparkly accessories, and I can’t say I’m sad to be without a pair of dollar-store glasses with the year on them. And while it’s New Year’s, not Christmas, that hasn’t stopped someone from singing a very off-tune version of “Rudolph the Red-Nosed Reindeer.”


  Another year, another trip on the TTC.


  I’m waiting for the bus when I get a text from Taylor.


  Happy New Year! We should hang out soon.


  Taylor Li is the only high school friend that I still talk to regularly, and that’s mostly because of his efforts, not mine. He’s really good at keeping in touch with people, even slightly grumpy homebodies like myself, and he always has suggestions for things to do. He knows obscure festivals and new restaurants, whereas I tend to forget every restaurant in Toronto whenever someone asks me where I want to go for dinner, my mind blanking after Swiss Chalet and McDonald’s.


  Sure, I say. I’m off work this coming week. The university where I work is closed for two weeks around Christmas and New Year’s. In addition to giving me plenty of time for my nonexistent resolutions, my week off will make it easy to meet him wherever he likes.


  He replies with some inexplicable emojis and says he’ll talk to me soon.


  I wonder what kind of New Year’s event he’s at right now, and if it includes charcuterie chalets. I also wonder how the hell he manages to keep track of all the people in his life. Not my strong suit, I admit.


  As I’m contemplating this, a drunk guy stumbles backward and knocks me on my ass. I try to get up, but my foot can’t find purchase on the ice, and I consider just giving up and lying here for the night. Then I realize that my bed is warmer than this, and I stumble to my feet.


  “I’m sooooo sorry,” he slurs.


  “It’s okay,” I say.


  I think my ass is a touch bruised, but I’m otherwise fine, and it’s not like I see being knocked on my ass at one thirty in the morning on New Year’s as an omen that I’m going to have a shitty year. I don’t believe in signs or messages from the universe.


  Finally, the bus arrives, and when I get home, I discover the heat is out.


  Well, this really is a great start to the year, but like I said, I don’t believe in signs. This year will, with any luck, be spectacularly uneventful.


  Chapter 2


  At eleven in the morning, I’m downing coffee and preparing to go to my parents’ house for a late New Year’s Day lunch. My heat is back on, and I haven’t managed to go viral in the first eleven hours of the year, so that’s a plus. I’m also not hungover, but I didn’t expect to be. Three glasses of wine aren’t enough to give me a hangover.


  On the downside? My ass is a bit sore, as expected.


  After feeding Lucifer (my disapproving goldfish), I get in my car and drive the short distance to my childhood home. As soon as I step inside, my whole family descends on the front hall before I’ve even taken off my boots.


  First, there’s my parents. Then my little sister, Shirley.


  If you think Helen and Shirley are old-fashioned names, well, my mother’s baby name book was published in 1961. She proudly told me she got it for a nickel at a garage sale.


  Shirley, her short black hair longer on top than the sides, looks a bit like Melissa King from Top Chef. She’s accompanied by her fiancée, Bec Schwartz.


  “Ah, Helen,” Dad says, “we were about to give up on you!”


  He’s joking. I’m all of five minutes late.


  Mom tsks and tuts over my outfit and hair. It isn’t that she finds me greatly lacking; no, it’s just a thing she likes doing. A way of showing affection.


  Baffling to me, but I’m used to it.


  We go to the dining room, and she brings us each a small bowl of delicious wonton soup—shrimp wontons, since Bec doesn’t eat pork. No restaurant makes wonton soup as good as my mother’s.


  Two Christmases ago, I brought Charlie home to meet my parents. He ate my mother’s soup without complaint but later admitted to me that he didn’t like it. I swear, steam must have come out of my ears when I heard him utter that blasphemy. How could someone not like my mom’s wonton soup?


  As I debated whether we could continue dating, he told me that he did not, in fact, like any soup at all. Chicken noodle, clam chowder, pho—no, he didn’t like any of it.


  At that point, I should have realized the relationship wasn’t worth saving. Soup is an essential food group, particularly in winter, and I couldn’t comprehend his point of view.


  “Are you okay?” Mom asks me. “You look a bit pale.”


  I’m not sure if that’s true, or if she’s saying it just as an excuse to feed me extra food.


  “I’m fine,” I say.


  “What did you do for New Year’s Eve?” Dad looks at me, then Shirley.


  “Hung out at Esther’s,” I say.


  “Did you kiss anyone at midnight?” Mom inquires.


  I give her a look.


  “Just curious.” She pauses. “Have you dated at all since Charlie?”


  I shake my head, and despite the warmth of the soup flowing through my body, I can feel myself tense.


  “Do you need help?”


  I choke on a wonton. Shirley laughs, but when I continue hacking, she looks concerned.


  “I’m fine,” I croak before anyone can attempt the Heimlich maneuver on me. “You want to set me up with someone, Mom?”


  “If you need help finding someone, yes. You’re almost thirty.”


  Oh, dear.


  My parents haven’t meddled in my love life…yet. They’ve met a few of my boyfriends over the years, and if they’ve had opinions about the men I’ve dated, they haven’t shared them—with one exception. They were pissed at Charlie for the public break-up, and when I later told my mother that he hadn’t liked her soup, she may have uttered a few curse words.


  I know they want me to find a life partner one day, but not because it’s a thing you’re supposed to do, a sign you’re a real adult. Rather, as far as I can tell, my parents are genuinely happy together and want their daughters to have that, too. Which, I suppose, is better than wanting us to join them in misery.


  Shirley and Bec have been a couple since they were twenty—they’re now both twenty-seven. As I get older, I fear my parents will start making more and more comments about my dating life or lack thereof and—


  Crap. They’re giving me looks of sympathy, and it’s enough to make this wonton soup a little less delicious than usual.


  But only a little.


  I try to ignore them, which of course makes them focus on me even more.


  “Charlie was an asshole,” Mom says, “but there are many great men in the world, if you’re certain you only like men. Some people say all men are jerks, but it isn’t true. I’m sure there is one out there for you, and if you want my help—”


  “No.” I try not to sound too appalled. I know she means well, but still.


  I think Mom assumes that my response means I’m not over Charlie, though this isn’t the case. At all. I’m just tired of the pitying looks I receive because some dude broke up with me, and it went viral, and I haven’t dated anyone in the ensuing ten months. That event disrupted my reassuring routine and normal social interactions, throwing me into some kind of alternate hellscape where everyone—from work acquaintances to neighbors to internet strangers on the other side of the world—felt free to comment on my personal life.


  “The problem was him,” she says. “Not you.”


  “Thanks,” I say awkwardly, then finish my last wonton.


  Mom immediately serves me more soup, and I’m not going to complain about extra wonton soup, but I can’t help feeling like I got an extra helping because she feels sorry for me.
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  Once upon a time, I was ambitious.


  I started undergrad bright-eyed and bushy-tailed. I mean, as bright-eyed and bushy-tailed as someone like me could be. I’d discovered that I had a knack for chemistry in high school, and I was excited to see where it would take me. A PhD and then becoming a professor? That was my top plan.


  By the time fourth year came around, some of that enthusiasm had worn off, but I still continued with my plan to do a PhD.


  Unfortunately, my supervisor was an asshole, to put it mildly, and I quit after one nightmare of a year. Maybe I could have switched into a different PhD program, but I just couldn’t summon the enthusiasm to figure it out, and given the number of tenure-track positions that would be available once I finished a post-doc in my thirties, I was more than a little pessimistic.


  The thought of realizing my earlier dreams made me exhausted, so I decided to start working instead, and I found a job in a lab at a different university. I just wanted to live in Toronto, and make a little money and come home to do whatever the fuck I feel like doing. I’m still making use of my degree, but not in the way I’d planned. For the first year or two, my parents would regularly ask when I’d finish my PhD, but eventually, they accepted my new path.


  And right now, it’s Tuesday afternoon, and my “new path” has involved spending five hours binge-watching a show on a streaming service. It’s a popular show that will probably not be renewed because, well, life isn’t fair, and the decisions this streaming service has made lately continue to baffle me.


  I’m craving bubble tea, so after I turn off the TV, I put on a bra and some pants without holes—the lengths I will go to for bubble tea!—and head outside. It’s already dark and it’s far from warm out, but fortunately, the bubble tea shop isn’t far.


  “Hi, Helen,” says the owner, Vin. “The usual?”


  I do, indeed, come here a lot. “Yes, please.”


  He rings up my milk tea with tapioca, and I tap my credit card.


  “How are you doing today?” he asks. “Anything new?”


  “I’m fine.” I’m not in the mood for small talk, but I manage to get out the words.


  However, apparently my “I’m fine” wasn’t convincing, and Vin looks skeptical. Concerned.


  Oh, for fuck’s sake.


  Like everyone else in my life, he’s probably thinking of that Valentine’s Day video. Feeling sorry for me. Worrying about me because I wasn’t able to say “fine” in a cheerful tone. It’s not as if I told him what happened, but he saw the video like so many others did, and he recognized me.


  I don’t want people to worry if I’m okay; I just want to forget about that nightmare. I might not have an exciting and glamorous life, but there’s nothing wrong with it. I have lots of time to be cranky alone, which is how I like it.


  Except I can’t say that, and for some reason, the words that come out of my mouth instead are: “Actually, I have a new boyfriend.”


  “That’s great to hear. After…you know.” He smiles at me, no skepticism in his expression now, and I feel relieved.


  A few minutes later, bubble tea in hand, I embark on the long five-minute walk home, wondering if making up a boyfriend is a little pathetic. But people tell lies to strangers and near-strangers all the time. In fact, “I have a boyfriend” is a common lie, though it’s usually something that a woman tells a man who’s hitting on her at the bar. A very different situation from what happened today.


  But the more I think about it, the more I wonder if that lie is actually a solution to my problems. Rather than telling it to the owners of bubble tea shops, I could also tell it to Whitney, Jasmeet, and Esther. Mom, Dad, and Shirley. Just a little white lie. I’ve started dating again! I have a boyfriend! Complete with jazz hands.


  Scratch that. No jazz hands. It would make them worry that I had a complete personality transplant. I mean, you don’t see Eeyore doing jazz hands, do you?


  Anyway, I could tell them, in a normal tone, that they should stop feeling sorry about the “It’s not me, it’s you” incident because I’ve clearly gotten over it: I have a boyfriend again.


  Except lying to people who actually know me will be more complicated. They’ll ask questions about what he does. They’ll want to meet him. They’ll want to know how I met him.


  And I don’t know the answer to any of those questions, though I do know one thing: he likes soup, and when he tastes my mother’s wonton soup, he will love it.


  That’s non-negotiable, but everything else? Who knows.


  Yeah, making up a boyfriend sounds like too much work.


  I return to my apartment, shed my winter clothes as well as my bra, and put on the comfy pants with holes. I sit down at the table and waste time on my phone as I sip my drink. My half-sweet bubble tea is as delicious as usual, and it never disappoints me the way that people sometimes do. (Looking at you, Charlie Kung.)


  I’m scrolling through Instagram when I get a text.


  Does Thursday work for you? Taylor asks. I thought we could try this new hand-pulled noodle soup place on Dundas.


  I click on the link. Each menu item is accompanied by a picture, and my mouth starts watering. It’ll be perfect in this cold weather. I know what I’m ordering already, and I can practically taste the rich broth. Taylor will probably order the same thing. He likes soup as much as I do and…


  I freeze. I’ve got a solution to my having-a-fake-boyfriend-is-too-much-work problem!


  “I’ll ask Taylor to pretend to be my boyfriend. What do you think?” I look at Lucifer.


  He doesn’t reply, of course, because he’s a goddamn fish.


  But this really is a sensible plan. Taylor and I are friends, so it’ll be easy to take a few pictures together, and rather than making up a guy’s name and career, I can use his. Not much work at all.


  Of course, he’ll have to agree to this, but he’s usually game for anything, and he’s told lies on my behalf before—back in high school science class, for example. The likelier complication is that he already has a girlfriend, and she won’t appreciate him posing as my boyfriend on social media. To my knowledge, he isn’t seeing anyone right now, but maybe he just hasn’t gotten around to telling me. He does date a bunch, and he actually enjoys things like Valentine’s Day.


  Hmm. Well, I have a couple of days to give this plan some thought.


  I send him a response. Sounds good. See you Thursday.


  Then I return to drinking my bubble tea and wondering which show I should watch next. You know, the important things in life.


  Chapter 3


  Taylor was actually the first friend I saw after the video went viral.


  Right after Charlie dumped me, I just sat there, too shocked to say anything. I wish I’d thought of a good comeback, something to make me seem a little badass in the video, but alas, I didn’t think of anything to say until much later, when I was reading all the responses on social media.


  By the time I got home, less than an hour after the break-up—I bolted immediately, leaving him to pay the bill—my phone was already blowing up. Some jerk who went to my elementary school recognized me and posted the link to my Instagram, and I was bombarded with comments and followers. The notifications were overwhelming.


  I responded by simply deleting the account.


  Regrettably, I did read the viral thread on Twitter and the comments on the video. Yeah, I know that wasn’t very smart, but sometimes, I lack self-preservation. Besides, it was an unfamiliar situation: I’d never gone viral before. There was rampant speculation about what I’d done to deserve Charlie’s words, plus lots of discussion about my outfit and appearance.


  All the attention—it was my worst nightmare. And the obsession over tiny details and jumping to ridiculous conclusions…I hated the rapid unpredictability of the whole thing. I felt nauseous, the food from that ill-fated dinner threatening to come back up.


  Many people did defend me. Even though they didn’t know me at all, some women said that I could do better and I was too good for him. But it was still attention I didn’t want.


  Whitney, Jasmeet, and Esther texted me, of course, and all I could do was say that the shame hadn’t killed me.


  Yet.


  The next day, after a poor night’s sleep, I went into work, hoping if I kept my head down, nobody would talk to me. It was possible no one had seen the video, right?


  However, as soon as I got in, one of the PhD students in the lab hurried toward me, phone in hand.


  “You’re famous!” she said.


  “Unfortunately,” I muttered.


  “Did you see this?” She showed me a new GIF: my slack-jawed response to Charlie’s break-up speech. It had apparently become quite popular.


  “Are you okay, Helen?” my boss asked.


  All the different parts of my life were getting mixed up—I prefer to keep my personal life separate from my professional life—and my brain felt close to exploding.


  “I have a migraine.” A lie, but my head definitely wasn’t in a good place. “Two migraines, in fact,” I added, just for good measure.


  Then I drove home, shut off my phone, and curled up on my bed.


  Mid-afternoon, I cautiously turned on my phone, half-surprised it didn’t literally combust in my hand from all the strain it had been under. After assuring my family that I was still alive, I got a text from Taylor, who said that, unless I told him otherwise, he was coming to my apartment at six o’clock to pick me up and possibly get me drunk. He claimed he would find the quietest, darkest bar in the city, where no one would recognize me and give me any trouble, and if they did, he would fight them off.


  I knew Taylor couldn’t fight anyone off, but the image made me chuckle.


  Since I didn’t protest, he showed up at exactly six o’clock and escorted me to a nearly empty bar downtown, where we got cheap tequila shots. It was dark, as promised, and I could barely make out his expression as I vented about my predicament. However, at one point, I swear his eye started twitching.


  I spent the night on his couch, and some of that evening is a little blurry in my memory, but I remember him putting a water bottle on the table next to me. Then he gently tucked the blanket around me—at least, I think he did. Perhaps I imagined it.


  When I woke up the next morning, he placed a mug of coffee in my hands and asked, “Blueberries or chocolate chips?”


  “What?” The question confused me, but then again, nothing made sense to me anymore.


  “In your pancakes. Which one would you like?”


  “Chocolate chips, of course.”


  “I figured, but I thought I’d ask.”


  Though it took one more day before I was calm enough to return to work, I was starting to feel like I had the tiniest semblance of control over my body. My life.


  But almost a year later, I still feel the ripples from that awful event, which is why I’m considering a fake relationship. If I announce that I’m dating someone, I know how people will react: in a positive, predictable way. I have no interest in a real relationship again—the mere thought makes me tense—but a fake one could be useful.


  I think Taylor, who watched me down six shots of tequila, blubber for hours, and drool on his couch…I think he might agree to do that for me.
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  There’s this rule about taking the TTC. Now, maybe it only applies to me, but I’ve always found that if I leave home with lots of time to spare, the transit system works perfectly and I arrive early. If, however, I leave without any time cushion, something always goes wrong.


  Today, I’m going to meet Taylor for dinner, and I lost track of time while binge-watching another show, so I’m leaving with just enough time to make it…if everything goes right. But, according to the laws of the universe (at least, in the life of Helen Tsang), this means I’ll be late.


  My bus is punctual, thankfully. There also aren’t any problems on the bus route, to my surprise, so I get to the subway station without issue.


  Just when I think I might have overcome my TTC curse, we arrive at the third subway station on my route, and when the doors open, they stay open for a long time. I see people rushing down the platform to get to the subway train…but we’ve been here for five minutes. We’re probably not leaving anytime soon.


  Someone starts speaking over the announcement system. It’s garbled, but with my extensive experience in deciphering these announcements, I manage to make it out.


  There’s an intruder on the track up ahead.


  The intruder is a raccoon.


  Those of us who understood the announcement (a third of the train, I’m guessing) release a chuckle, and everyone else frowns in puzzlement until one man repeats the announcement in a much clearer voice.


  Some people start murmuring about how this is such a perfect Toronto moment—being stuck on the TTC because of a raccoon—but I’m not amused. If that damn raccoon doesn’t get off the track soon, they’ll have to bring in shuttle buses, and let me tell you, shuttle buses are a freaking nightmare and there’s never enough of them. If we were one or two stops away, I’d get off the train and endure the walk, but we’re too far from downtown. Ugh. I don’t want to be late for Taylor, and I can’t even text him because I don’t have signal here. My leg bounces impatiently. I hate not being able to do anything.


  Fortunately, seven minutes later, there’s another announcement: the intruder has been removed and we should be on our way shortly. Thank God.


  I text Taylor at Davisville, the first above-ground station, to let him know I’m behind schedule, and once we get to Dundas, I fly out of the subway and up the stairs. I hurry down the street, quickly checking my phone for Taylor’s response. He’s at the restaurant.


  I arrive seventeen minutes late, feeling a bit triumphant—I finally got here! Take that, TTC delays!—and locate Taylor, sitting at a table near the back of the long, narrow restaurant.


  “Hey,” I say a bit breathlessly as I sit down across from him. “Sorry I’m late.”


  “No problem.” He puts away his phone. “It’s good to see you.”


  He smiles like he really is glad to see me, and I smile back. Genuinely, not because it’s the right thing to do. Spending time with Taylor always makes me feel that way, and the last time I saw him was in early November, which seems like far too long ago.


  I unwind my scarf and stick it in the sleeve of my parka, then reach for the cup of tea that he’s poured for me. Despite the frigid weather, I’m warm after rushing here, but hot tea is still most welcome.


  To my distress, however, Taylor is wearing a sweater in almost the same shade of purple as mine. We both have our long hair—mine brushes my shoulders and his is even longer—tied back. It’s like we’re a cutesy couple who purposely decided to match. Though unlike me, he has a collared shirt under his sweater, and it’s a little loose on his thin frame. He’s also still wearing that ever-present smile that never seems forced. Taylor is one of those effortlessly friendly and outgoing people—but not in a loud, boisterous manner. When he slides a menu across the table to me, his smile somehow broadens even more.


  I take a quick look at the menu, glad to see it’s the same as the one online, and we order. I get the beef noodles in soup, medium spice. There’s a choice of noodle thickness, and I have no idea what to pick, so “classic” seems safe.


  After we order, there are a few seconds of silence. I already decided—while waiting for the raccoon to get off the tracks—that I wouldn’t immediately ask Taylor to be my fake boyfriend. I’d ease into it. Ask him more normal questions first, check if he’s dating someone.


  Yet no words come to me right now.


  Why am I so anxious? I’ve known Taylor for years.


  “How were your holidays?” he asks. “You spent Christmas with your family?”


  I nod.


  “How are they doing?”


  “The usual,” I say. “Aside from the fact that my parents were asking me…never mind.” I don’t want to mention how they’re asking about my dating life. Not yet, anyway. And the nice thing about Taylor is that he doesn’t pry. If you clearly don’t want to talk about something, he accepts it. “How’s your family?”


  “They’re fine.” He never talks much about his family, and I don’t pry, either. He doesn’t seem unhappy when I ask; he just doesn’t elaborate.


  Taylor’s Chinese father came to Canada for graduate studies and met his white, Canadian-born mother while at university. They divorced when Taylor was in elementary school, and he lived with his father. Taylor looks more Asian than white, so I’m guessing he favors his dad, although I’ve never met the man. That’s about all I know; the details of his mother’s absence in his life are a mystery to me, and it never seemed appropriate to inquire further.


  “How’s work?” I ask. He’s a social worker, a job that I’d be terrible at, but I can totally imagine him being good at such a thing.


  “Not too bad.”


  Hmm. Conversation is more stilted between us than usual. Probably because I feel nervous around him today, thanks to that question that’s sitting like a lead ball in my stomach.


  I open my mouth, then promptly snap it shut. I think he’ll say yes, but still, I don’t want to ask the question too early because what if he says no and then it’s awkward? A tiny amount of doubt can have a lot more power than it should.


  “Did you make any New Year’s resolutions?” I ask instead.


  He raises an eyebrow. “Really? You’re asking about that? I know you hate resolutions.”


  Okay, this is already a bit awkward so maybe I should just get it over with.


  I decide this is the best course of action, yet I can’t get the words out. Instead, my mouth is opening and closing like I’m Lucifer—my fish, not the devil—when he jumped out of his old tank.


  “Helen?” Taylor says. “You alright?”


  He reaches across the table but doesn’t actually place his hand on mine. It’s an I’m offering if it would help, but I won’t touch you without your consent gesture. Taylor and I usually give each other brief hugs when we say goodbye, but that’s all.


  “Yeah, I’m fine,” I say quickly, not touching his offered hand. “Just recovering from my sprint here.”


  “You didn’t have to run. You told me you’d be late because of a raccoon. I would have waited.”


  When he mentions the raccoon, I picture a giant raccoon standing in front of me, physically blocking my path, and I let out a strange guffaw.


  Yeah, I’m really not myself today.


  Taylor raises an eyebrow, and I look away, pretending I’m absorbed in watching the noodle maker stretch the noodles, rather than trying to get my brain under control.


  At that moment, the server arrives with our bowls of steaming noodle soup, and I breathe out a sigh of relief. Now I can focus on my food. I use my chopsticks to shove some noodles in my mouth and end up burning myself.


  Great job, Helen.


  I should have taken all the steam coming off the soup as a Caution: hot sign, but that would have been too sensible.


  “You alright?” Taylor asks again.


  “I’m fine,” I repeat, then take a sip of my tea, which is now warm rather than hot.


  He appears slightly skeptical but doesn’t say anything.


  I think of him as a nice guy. Not one of those “Nice Guys” who whine about women not wanting to date nice guys. Taylor would never refer to himself as such, but he is, genuinely, nice.


  I don’t want to lose this friendship. It’s actually my longest friendship—there are other people from high school I see on occasion, but only every couple of years.


  Though dating a friend is a little perilous, this is just pretend dating. Not the same at all. It’ll be fine, right? And if he shoots down the idea, sure, I’ll be somewhat embarrassed, but it won’t be anywhere close to the embarrassment of going viral. I can manage.


  I think.


  “This place opened in November.” He’s trying to make up for my lack of conversational prowess, I suppose. “I heard about it on one of the Instagram accounts I follow. Ten or fifteen years ago, I don’t think there were many pulled noodle places in Toronto. Now, there are tons.”


  “Do you want to be my boyfriend?”


  Chapter 4


  In the second semester of grade nine, I walked into science class and sat at my assigned lab bench. My lab partner was already there. Taylor Li had gone to a different elementary school, and we hadn’t had any classes together in the first semester. I can’t say I was impressed when he cheerfully introduced himself and kept trying to make small talk.


  But a few weeks later, I somehow knocked an empty Erlenmeyer flask onto the floor, and I must have had a panicked expression because Taylor took one look at me and announced to the entire class that the broken flask was his fault.


  That was the first time he lied for me, and now, I’m asking him to do it again. I’m not usually so uncomfortable around Taylor, but this whole situation has me off my game.


  “Sorry, could you repeat the question?” he says, and then it’s his turn to shove too-hot noodles into his mouth. He winces.


  “Are you seeing anyone right now?” I ask.


  “No.”


  “Okay, good.” I pause. “I mean, it’s not actually good because you’re my friend, and if you want a relationship, I want you to have one, but if you did have a girlfriend, this might be hard to pull off.” I drink some tea for courage. “Will you pretend to be my boyfriend?”


  There’s silence between us, and my face flames.


  “Forget it,” I say. “I just—”


  “No, no. I’m intrigued. Why do you want me to pretend to be your boyfriend?”


  “Because I haven’t dated anyone since last Valentine’s Day when…you know.”


  “Ah.” He looks at me with kindness, but not as if he pities me.


  “Some of my friends and family and acquaintances…they seem concerned that I haven’t moved on. I have moved on—it’s not as if I’m hung up on Charlie—but I don’t think I can convince them of that and avoid their sympathetic looks until I actually have another boyfriend. I spontaneously told Vin—”


  “Who’s Vin?”


  “The guy at the bubble tea shop. I told him that I have a boyfriend, and it seemed to make him happy, which gave me the idea…”


  I’m not sure I’m making any sense at all, but Taylor seems to be following. “What, exactly, would being your fake boyfriend involve?”


  “Oh, not much.” I try to sound breezy, which isn’t something that ever comes naturally to me. “You just have to be okay with me telling other people that we’re dating, take a few pictures with me to post on Instagram. That sort of thing. I’ll buy myself some flowers and say they’re from you when I post the picture.”


  Taylor frowns.


  Dammit. My plan is just too weird, isn’t it? “I—”


  “If I’m your boyfriend,” he interrupts, “I’ll buy the flowers myself.”


  “Well, if you were my real boyfriend, yes, but since you’re my fake boyfriend—”


  “Still. I’ll do it.”


  “Uh, well, thank you.” I stammer. There was an uncharacteristic intensity in his words that caught me off guard, and for a second, I wonder what it would be like if we actually dated…


  No. We’re friends. It’s not a risk I’d take, and besides, our relationship has never been like that. For starters, it’s not as if I find him attractive. I mean, he’s not unattractive, but I don’t think of him that way.


  And I’ve completely sworn off romance, even if that’s a secret I’m keeping to myself.


  “Look,” I say, “I know this is a strange idea and—”


  “No, it’s fine. I’m happy to be your fake boyfriend, Helen.”


  I exhale in relief.


  “I’ve never been anyone’s fake boyfriend before,” he says. “Could be fun.”


  “I hope you’re not expecting anything too exciting. This is hardly going to be a life-changing experience.”


  He hesitates. “So, why me?”


  “You may not have noticed, but I don’t have a huge number of friends, so I didn’t have a ton of people I could ask, especially since some of the people I want to fool are friends.” But I don’t want to make it sound like I asked him only because I had no one else. “And you were kind last year, after everything went down. Plus, I thought you’d be good at it.”


  “Yeah? Why’s that?”


  “Because you have lots of relationship experience, and you seem to like being in a relationship.”


  Something passes over his face, but it’s gone in a second. Or maybe I imagined it?


  Probably the latter.


  I test my noodles again. They’re a safe temperature to eat now, thankfully.


  “Also,” I say, “you like soup.”


  “Who doesn’t like soup? I mean, if you don’t like certain types of soup, that’s fine, everyone has preferences, but not liking any soup?”


  “Exactly! But I can’t date someone who doesn’t like soup again, even if it’s fake dating.”


  “‘Again’?”


  “Charlie didn’t like soup and didn’t enjoy my mother’s wonton soup. It was a whole thing. Not that I expect you to meet my parents, but still.”


  “How long do you want this to last?” he asks.


  “Until Valentine’s Day. Well, no. We can’t break up on Valentine’s Day. I want everyone to see that I’m in a happy relationship on Valentine’s Day, and we can break up later in February—but no drama. I’ll just tell people it didn’t work out.”


  He nods, as if this is all very reasonable, and I appreciate that he isn’t trying to discourage me from this ridiculous plan.


  “The break-up affected me more than I’d like,” I admit. The fact that he’s not pushing for more somehow makes me want to talk about it. “We’d been together for over a year, and in addition to the regular heartbreak…” It feels weird to acknowledge that I ever feel heartbreak, even though it’s something many people experience. “There was the whole going viral thing, having the video seen and picked apart by so many strangers. It was completely overwhelming. I’m not the sort of person who dreams of going viral, and who wants to go viral for a thing like that anyway?”


  Taylor nods again. “I wouldn’t deal with that well, either.”


  “Charlie never apologized for the public nature of our break-up.”


  “He sucks.”


  “I know.” Still, it’s good to hear Taylor say that.


  “I want to promise you something.” He leans forward, and for some reason, my heart rate kicks up a notch. “I have absolutely no interest in a break-up spectacle.”


  “Well, then. I think you’ll make the perfect fake boyfriend.”


  I actually feel pretty good about this plan. I’ll spend a little extra time with Taylor, which is no hardship, and I have faith that he’ll be great at this role. It’s not as if I’d date him for real, but as my pretend boyfriend?


  Yep, Taylor is perfect.


  We finish our delicious noodles and beef, and then Taylor suggests a brioche donut shop that’s open even at eight thirty on a Thursday. They don’t have their full selection of donuts available at this hour, but I’m quite happy with my mango coconut donut, filled with tangy mango curd.


  My fake boyfriend always knows the best places to go.


  I post a picture of my donut on Instagram—I set up a new, private account three months after the viral video nonsense—and mention seeing Taylor. Easing into declaring our relationship online, if you will.


  Then we hug goodbye, and I head home on the TTC, my journey uninterrupted by any raccoon incidents. My bus is behind schedule, but for some reason, it doesn’t bother me.


  Nope, I feel hopeful. Rather than feeling like a loser for suggesting a fake relationship, I’m excited about it.


  I’m weird, I know.


  But it’s not like I’m super excited. I’m about a 7/10 on the Helen Tsang Scale of Excitement, and my 10/10 is probably most people’s 3/10.


  Finally, the bus arrives, and I get a seat at the back, next to a lady with a lamp on her lap. The lamp hits me in the face when the bus pulls out of the station and turns a corner.


  Lovely.


  I suppose I should be thankful it didn’t hit me harder.


  Ten minutes later, Lamp Lady is exiting the bus when I get a text message.


  
  TAYLOR: How about we have our first date on Saturday?


  ME: Sure


  TAYLOR: I’m going to send you the flowers tomorrow, since you’ll be home.

  
  ME: It doesn’t have to be fancy.

  


  He doesn’t reply.


  By the time I get off the bus, the sky is teeming with large, slowly-falling snowflakes, and I find myself thinking the weather is…romantic. Not the sort of thought I usually have, but I suppose the fact that I’m now in a relationship—ha!—is getting to me. Also, since I don’t have to drive to work tomorrow, I’m not concerned about how much it’ll snow and how that’ll impact traffic. No, instead I’m imagining Taylor and I wearing matching sweaters, snuggled up under a blanket with mugs of hot chocolate and marshmallows, then putting down our mugs to kiss…


  Ugh, why?


  Apparently, suggesting a pretend relationship with a guy leads to all sorts of lovey-dovey thoughts, even though I’m not interested in him like that.


  I’m not interested in anyone like that.


  As my ill-fated relationship with Charlie proved, relationships are too risky. They can put you in shitty and unexpected situations—and I suck at handling such things.


  Yep, I don’t need that in my life. Besides…


  It’s not me, it’s you.


  I’ve never admitted it out loud, yet sometimes, I suspect that Charlie—despite being an asshole—had a point. There’s something wrong with me, even if my mom assures me otherwise.


  But it’s no big deal. It’s not like I want love anyway.


  Chapter 5


  On Friday, I’m enjoying my post-lunch coffee when someone calls from the lobby, saying they have a delivery for me. I buzz them in and feel a touch nervous as I wait for the delivery person to arrive at my unit.


  My apartment is nothing special. It’s a small one-bedroom in a rather old building. It isn’t unbearably expensive—though I wouldn’t call it cheap—and repairs aren’t made super fast, but they get done. The laundry room is in the basement, and currently, only two machines are out of order.


  One day, I will have in-unit laundry. One day.


  When there’s a knock on my door, I immediately open it, and I can’t even see the delivery person because their head is obscured by the large bouquet in a glass vase. It’s mostly purple, with a few white flowers. I’m not skilled enough at flower identification to be able to say what most of them are, but it’s stunning.


  “Helen Tsang?” the delivery person says, butchering my last name.


  “Uh…yeah.” It’s hard to speak because I’m blown away by how beautiful the flowers are. “Thank you.”


  I’ve never received a flower delivery before, and I’m not sure of the etiquette here. Are you supposed to tip? I don’t have much cash on hand, but I manage to find a five-dollar bill in my wallet. I hand it over before taking the vase to my small dining room table, placing it next to Lucifer, and examining the flowers from every angle. They really are amazing. A little envelope, not much bigger than a business card, peeks out from between the flowers, and I open it up.


  Can’t wait for tomorrow! xo Taylor


  I can’t help staring at that “xo.” The delivery—it’s tangible proof that this is really happening. I’m in a fake relationship. I feel a buzz of excitement that my plan has been set in motion, my pulse quickening.


  Finally, I recover my wits and remember what I’m supposed to be doing with these flowers: posting pictures of them on social media.


  Right.


  I pick up my phone, but before I take any pictures, I text Taylor.


  Got the flowers. They’re amazing. Thanks. I hesitate before adding, You didn’t need to get such a huge bouquet.


  I feel guilty. These flowers can’t be cheap, and it’s not like Taylor’s rich; he’s a social worker who lives with a roommate. Now, unlike me, he probably doesn’t mind having a roommate, but still. It’s not as if he’s some wealthy businessman for whom this is pocket change.


  You deserve it, he replies.


  My instinct is to respond with, No, I really don’t, but instead, I set about snapping pictures of the flowers. I’m not quite as obsessed with taking photos and videos as some people of my generation, but I’d take a picture of these even if I wasn’t posting anything on Instagram. I upload the best pictures, mention Taylor in the caption, and add a heart emoji for good measure.


  Ugh. Referring to my (fake) relationship doesn’t come naturally to me. I’m still wrapping my head around this new reality, and I’m jittery. I remind myself that this is safe; it’s not real, and it can’t end in disaster like everything did with Charlie.


  Several minutes later, once I’ve finished the dregs of my coffee, there’s a new message in the group chat.



  WHITNEY: I thought you weren’t interested in dating again, Helen??


  JASMEET: What did I miss


  WHITNEY: Check Helen’s Insta


  JASMEET: OMG


  JASMEET: Why didn’t you tell us on NYE? Or did it JUST happen?


  ESTHER: So the reason you didn’t want to attend singles mixers is because you aren’t single?

  


  I think for a moment. I really need to figure out the timeline of our relationship.


  
  ME: I wasn’t ready to say anything then, but it’s fun to imagine your faces right now.


  ESTHER: Taylor is your friend from high school, right?


  ME: Yes


  WHITNEY: I’M SO HAPPY FOR YOU!!!


  ME: Stop yelling


  WHITNEY: I was worried you’d sworn off love. I’m glad I was wrong.

  


  There’s a strange feeling in my stomach as I read her words. I’m lying to my friends. I really have sworn off love. They’re happy about something that isn’t true.


  But this is what I wanted, right? My fake relationship plan is working. Sure, it feels a little different from my quick lie to Vin, but I’m sure I’ll get used to it.


  My phone chimes, indicating a text.


  Have you told Mom and Dad about your boyfriend yet? Shirley asks.


  When I posted the pictures, I was more focused on my friends seeing it. I’d forgotten about Shirley—my parents don’t do social media, thank God.


  Now, I know some people’s siblings wouldn’t think twice before spilling such news to their parents, but Shirley wouldn’t do that unless she knew I was okay with it. I wouldn’t say we’re super close, but we did keep secrets for each other in high school.

  
  
  ME: No


  SHIRLEY: Are you going to? Do you want me to do it?

  


  Actually, that’s not a bad idea. I do want my parents to know about Taylor, but I don’t relish the thought of saying the words out loud and having my mother shriek in my ear over the phone.


  
  ME: Go ahead


  SHIRLEY: You sure?


  ME: Positive

  


  The group chat is still active, but I set aside my phone, feeling like I’ve had enough socializing for now. Instead, I lie back on the couch and pick up the mystery novel I’m reading, but my gaze keeps straying to the enormous bouquet of flowers on the dining room table.


  I put down my book, and before I know what I’m doing, I’ve walked across the apartment, picked up the vase, and set it on the end table next to the couch so that they’re closer to me and I can smell their fragrance.


  Is that pathetic? I’ve never enjoyed flowers this much before and—


  My phone rings, and I jump.


  It’s my mother.


  “Shirley tells me you have a boyfriend!” Mom yells.


  “Thanks for destroying my hearing,” I mutter. “Did she just call you?”


  “Yes,” Mom says, “with very interesting news. She says you went to high school with him? Aiyah, it took him so long to make a move!”


  “Um.” I feel unprepared for this conversation, even though I knew it would happen. “Sometimes people’s feelings change over time?”


  “What’s his name and what does he do and how much money does he make?”


  “Mom!”


  “Just kidding. You don’t need to tell me. I will invite him over for dinner so I can ask him all those questions myself. Does he like wonton soup?”


  “I’m sure he’ll love your wonton soup.”


  She clucks her tongue. “Don’t say that just to make me feel better.”


  “No, I’m serious.”


  “Good. And he will not embarrass you in public?”


  “I can’t imagine he would.”


  “I thought of another good comeback you could have said to Charlie—”


  “Nearly eleven months too late,” I say.


  “What if you discover you have secret powers and can time travel? Best to be prepared.”


  “If I somehow found myself back at that restaurant on Valentine’s Day, I would leave. I wouldn’t let him say those words to me in public.”


  “Would you kick his ass first?”


  “I’m hanging up now.”


  “Not yet,” Mom says, and I’m obedient enough to listen. “I’m glad you’re seeing someone again. I hope it works out for you, yes? But at your age, sometimes women get desperate. Don’t stay with him if he treats you poorly, just because you’re getting old.”


  “Mom—”


  “I know lots of people with nice sons. I can set you up. Though some people think, what do you call it? That the sun shines out of their sons’ asses, and they cannot see the truth.”


  A picture appears in my mind: a cartoon young man with his pants down, rays of sun literally coming out of his ass. I let out a snort/laugh.


  “Ah, what’s so funny, Helen? This is a saying, isn’t it?”


  “Yes, yes it is.”


  “I just want to assure you,” Mom says, “that I will do proper screening of men before I set you up with them.”


  “Look, everything’s going well with Taylor, so could you maybe not talk about that?”


  “I understand. We can meet him soon?”


  “Not too soon,” I say. We’re only going to be fake dating for two months or less, and it’s perfectly reasonable for a short-term boyfriend not to meet your parents. I can hold her off. I think.


  “Alright, I’ll ask you again next week.”


  Before I can protest, my mother hangs up.


  I feel the beginnings of a headache and massage my temples. I hope this fake relationship goes according to plan, but I have the uncomfortable feeling that it’s already veering slightly off-course.


  Chapter 6


  “Helen, you’re being ridiculous,” I mutter to myself as I look at the clothes strewn all over my bed.


  I’ve tried on six outfits but haven’t been happy with any of them, and I’m running out of time. If I want to get to the restaurant early, I have to leave in the next ten minutes. Otherwise, I won’t have any time cushion which will mean, of course, that another raccoon will get on the subway tracks and I’ll be late. Again.


  And I don’t want to be late for my first date with Taylor, even if it’s not a real date.


  The problem is that there’s a lack of guidance on the internet for how to dress when you’re going on a fake date. I can’t follow normal first date outfit advice because it’s not like I actually want to impress Taylor, but I don’t want to look like I just threw on the first thing I saw in my closet and dashed out the door.


  I go to the kitchen to get a drink of water.


  “Why am I overthinking this?” I ask Lucifer, who ignores me and hides behind the pirate ship in his tank.


  Annoyed with myself, I pull on leggings and a chunky sweater, leaving the discarded clothes on my bed. We won’t be coming back to my place; I can put them away later. Then I make sure I have everything important in my purse, throw on my jacket and boots, and head out the door.


  Since I manage—barely—to leave at a good time, the bus arrives within a couple of minutes, and I’m just stepping onto the subway platform when the train arrives. There are no delays along the way, so I arrive at the Persian restaurant fifteen minutes early. The waitress shows me to our table. It’s by the door, which is rather unfortunate because every time someone enters, we’ll get a cold blast of air.


  Yeah, it’s winter, and I spend most of the season being cold and thinking about how to avoid the cold. My mother tells me that since I was born in this country—unlike her—I should be used to it because it’s all I’ve ever known, but I’m still not great with it.


  I’m also unsettled by the idea of going on my first “date” in almost a year, even if it’s pretend. It’s like my body can’t forget what happened on my last date at a restaurant, and my stomach feels slightly queasy.


  I’m studying the appetizer section of the menu when a gust of cold air signals that someone has entered. I shiver as I look up, telling myself not to glare, and find my lips curving upward instead.


  Taylor exchanges a few words with the hostess before sitting down across from me.


  “Hey,” he says. “You look nice.”


  I’m caught off guard. Taylor never says stuff like that to me.


  “I’m just saying that because…you know.” He gestures vaguely. “But if you prefer—”


  “No, no!” I get it now. He was doing it as part of our fake dating act, which makes me feel strangely disappointed. Geez, what is wrong with me today?


  He takes off his jacket and toque.


  “You look nice, too,” I say. As part of our act, of course…but he does look good, and today, we don’t match. He’s wearing a black dress shirt with faint silver stripes, and his hair is pulled back in a low ponytail.


  “No raccoon delays?”


  “No, I managed to avoid that.”


  He nods at the menu. “What looks good?”


  I start to relax as we discuss the food. He’s his usual smiling self, and it’s just like our regular meet-ups, even if this restaurant is slightly fancier than the places we usually frequent and there’s a small candle on the table between us.


  After we place our orders, I say, “Thank you again for the flowers.” I thanked him via text, but for some reason, I feel the need to thank him in person. “They really were beautiful.”


  “‘Were?’ I hope they’re still doing well today. I want them to last.”


  “I’m sure they will.”


  He looks happy that I’m pleased with them, which is…nice.


  “My friends saw the picture,” I say. “The group chat was quite the happening place. My sister saw it, too, and she told my parents, and then my mom called me…”


  Yep, that single picture, not to my surprise, set off quite the chain of events.


  “Your sister told your parents?” he asks.


  “I told her to,” I say. “Figured it was easier than telling them myself.”


  “I always wished I had a sibling. Well, I do have siblings, but it’s not the same.”


  I’m momentarily caught off guard. How did I not know he had siblings? They must be on his mom’s side. I’m sure he would have mentioned if his father had any other kids, but he almost never mentions his mother, no matter how long we’ve been friends.


  “Half siblings? Step siblings?” I ask.


  “My mom has two daughters, but they’re much younger than me—they’re in high school—and I don’t know them very well.”


  I’m unsure what to say in response, but I’m saved from having to make conversation by the arrival of our spinach borani and flatbread.


  Mmm. This dip is amazing.


  Taylor hasn’t tried it yet; he’s in the process of unbuttoning his cuffs, and my gaze is drawn to his forearms. I can’t help watching as he rolls up his left sleeve then his right sleeve, his fingers moving with brisk efficiency. His arms, covered in a sprinkling of hair, look lean and strong, and I swallow hard.


  At last, he tastes our appetizer.


  “It’s really good,” he says. “As good as your sounds suggested.”


  “My sounds?”


  “The ones you make when you’re enjoying your food.”


  For some reason, I can’t help imagining that I was making Meg-Ryan-in-the-diner noises, even though I’m sure that’s not what was happening.


  “They’re discreet, don’t worry,” Taylor says, as though he can tell I’m a bit panicked.


  “I—”


  “Helen!” calls a familiar voice.


  Oh, no.


  I could recognize that voice anywhere. Auntie Lisa’s not related to me, but I’ve known her for most of my life, and she’s always lived at the far end of Markham. As in, a long way from this restaurant in downtown Toronto. What is she doing here?


  I’m suddenly filled with fear that my mom sent her to spy on my date, even though that’s a ridiculous notion. Mom knows I’m “dating” Taylor, but she doesn’t know we’re going out tonight—or where, exactly, we’re eating. Besides, my mom would never do something like that. At least, I’m pretty sure she wouldn’t, but it’s such an odd coincidence.


  Lisa’s standing beside our table now in her faux fur jacket.


  “Hi, auntie,” I say, not sure whether I should stand up or stay sitting, but knowing I definitely have to introduce Taylor. “This is…This is…my boyfriend, Taylor.”


  There is a 90% chance that this encounter will get back to my mother.


  Just kidding. It’s more like 99.99%—not 100% because I figure there’s a small chance Lisa could hit her head and get amnesia—so I have to make sure I sell this relationship. I didn’t expect my fake relationship to be tested so soon, but alas, here we are.


  We complete the introductions, and Lisa looks at Taylor with an assessing gaze. He doesn’t flinch.


  “You know what happened with her last boyfriend, don’t you?” Lisa says to Taylor, loud enough that everyone in the restaurant can probably hear. She isn’t capable of speaking quietly.


  I cringe and look longingly at the spinach borani. I want her to leave so we can finish our appetizer in peace. And so I don’t have to hear about my worldwide humiliation yet again.


  “He dumped her at a restaurant on Valentine’s—”


  “I promise I would never do that,” Taylor tells Lisa, interrupting before she can share all the gory details.


  Then he reaches across the table and takes my hand. He’s warm, in contrast to the cold air blowing at my back because someone is holding open the door, and he gives my hand a gentle squeeze. I must really be starved for physical affection because that almost makes me melt.


  I look away from our hands, my gaze landing once again on the spinach borani.


  Dammit, I want to be eating, but there is, admittedly, something nice about Taylor committing so thoroughly to this act that when he turns in my direction, there’s a fondness in his gaze I’ve never seen before. I congratulate myself on my forethought in choosing a fake boyfriend who was in the improv club in high school.


  Lisa seems pacified, and she gets out of the way so the waitress can serve the table next to ours. “It was good to see you, Helen.”


  After she exits the restaurant, I release a breath that I was very much aware of holding.


  “Uh, thanks,” I say to Taylor. “I didn’t expect to see anyone I knew tonight.”


  He shrugs then tears off a piece of flatbread. “It’s amazing how you can run into people in Toronto, even though it’s a big city.”


  I’ve been out with him a bunch of times when we’ve run into someone he knows—Taylor has tons of friends and acquaintances—but this is the first time we’ve run into someone I know.


  Just my luck.


  “I’m sorry.” It wasn’t my fault, but since I’d hate to have been in his position, I still feel the need to apologize. Yes, being seen by a family friend adds extra credibility to my ruse, but it wasn’t part of the plan.


  “Don’t worry about it,” he says, in a way that makes me believe him. Not in the way some people (like me) might say it: because they feel they ought to but are barely restraining themselves from grinding their teeth.


  After that, our date improves, and when our main course arrives, Taylor pushes his sleeves up even farther and I find myself admiring—I mean, looking at—his forearms again. Just getting into my role as his girlfriend, you know? The act is starting to come naturally.


  It’s better than most first dates. Not that I’ve been on a first date in a while, but I remember some were particularly painful. Like the one where I discovered that his politics were incompatible with mine and he didn’t think my sister should be allowed to get married. Or the one where he “forgot” his wallet and I had to pay…and he was the one who’d picked the expensive restaurant. Or the one where he complained to the waitress when his food took more than ten minutes to arrive and believed that her inability to conjure food out of thin air meant that she didn’t deserve a tip. Or the one where I couldn’t shake the feeling that he had a fetish for Asian women.


  I suppose that’s why I lasted with Charlie. In comparison, our first date was pretty good.


  But still, it’s even better with Taylor because I already know who he is, and I’m not worried about where this is going. We’ve planned exactly what will happen: we’ll “date” until sometime after Valentine’s Day. Hang out a little more than usual and post pictures to convince people of our relationship, nothing more. I appreciate the predictability of the plan, Auntie Lisa notwithstanding.


  Another positive thing about this date? The food is really good. We ordered two stews: ghormeh sabzi and gheymeh bademjan. The latter has yellow split peas, lamb, and eggplant, and it’s my favorite; Taylor likes the other one better, so that works out well.


  He looks at me with a curious expression on his face.


  “Is something wrong?” I ask.


  “You’re…smiling.”


  “Am I not allowed to smile?”


  “Of course you are, but you don’t usually do it much.”


  “I think this fake dating business is agreeing with me,” I say. “Perhaps I should try it more often. It’s better than real dating.”


  “Is it? Or perhaps it’s me. I’m just a particularly good date.” He waggles his eyebrows in a way that’s rather…sexy? Huh?


  I’m not used to Taylor Li saying anything cocky, and that eyebrow waggle is definitely different from usual. Is he acting slightly differently because we’re on a so-called date?


  After we finish eating, I excuse myself to go to the washroom, where I splash water on my face because I feel slightly out of sorts. When I return, I discover that Taylor has paid the bill. Dammit. I should have realized this might happen.


  “You weren’t supposed to do that,” I protest. “You already bought me flowers, and this was all my idea.”


  “You can pay for dessert,” he says as we pull on our jackets and head outside. “I have a great place in mind. They specialize in small, heart-shaped cakes. Perfect for two people.”


  Now, if there’s one thing I hate, it’s heart-shaped things. It’s not as if the human heart looks anything like that, so it’s nonsensical. Part of the reason I hate Valentine’s is that I have to see that stupid shape everywhere.


  “What kind of terrible business plan is that?” I ask.


  “Oh, I don’t know,” he says cheerfully. “Lots of people like hearts. They’re a sign of love.”


  “It’s silly.”


  “You’re saying you wouldn’t want a decadent chocolate cake with raspberry filling just because it’s in the shape of a heart?”


  That’s unfair of him. Taylor knows how much I enjoy chocolate cake.


  He knocks his shoulder against mine. “If you prefer, they also have a cake dusted with rose petals, and I hear you like rose and lavender in your food.”


  Oh, for fuck’s sake.


  That’s something I do not like. Flowers are for looking at, not eating. That’s why there’s a bouquet sitting on my end table, rather than in my stomach.


  “This date is going downhill fast,” I mutter.


  When you’re on a fake date with a friend, you can say shit like that. Taylor laughs.


  “Fine,” I grumble. “We can go to this dessert place, but we’re getting the chocolate and raspberry cake, no ifs, ands, or buts.”


  “What if—”


  “Taylor.”


  “They have a chocolate and coffee cake, too. Would you prefer that, or the one with raspberry?”


  This is not a fair decision.


  “I need to see a detailed description of each cake,” I say. “Where is this place?”


  “I made it up.”


  I knock my shoulder against his, except I do it much harder than he did it to me. He stumbles toward an overflowing trash can, and I grab his arm before he falls over.


  “Sorry,” I say. “But I’m just a little sorry. You made up a whole business that serves only heart-shaped cakes—”


  “I didn’t say ‘only.’ I said that’s what they specialized in.”


  “Whatever. You made it up because you knew I’d hate it, then tried to convince me to go there by telling me about their decadent chocolate cakes?”


  He responds with a shrug.


  I can’t believe I fell for that. I should have known. Taylor isn’t a huge jokester, but he does pull shit like this on occasion.


  I mean, I get it. I’m a fun person to annoy. An easy person to annoy.


  But now I’m craving chocolate cake and I can’t have any.


  “You want to be pushed into a trash can again?” I ask.


  “I’ll be serious now.” He stops on the sidewalk. “How about we go to the Japanese cheesecake place you like?”


  “If I have to…” I make an effort to sound even more put-out than usual.


  “I’m sorry for initiating your chocolate cravings. There’s a patisserie near here, but it’s probably closed—”


  “No, I’m quite happy with Japanese cheesecake.”


  We start walking.


  “By the way,” he says, “what sort of, uh, physical affection would you like to do in public as part of our act? Was it okay that I squeezed your hand when we saw your auntie?”


  “Yeah, yeah. We can…touch.”


  “If it’s distasteful to you—”


  “It’s not.” That wasn’t the reason for my hesitation. No, for some reason, my brain was conjuring up other ways in which we could touch, such as his fingers sliding up my wrist or stroking my hair. I’m not sure why.


  “Good to know.”


  The small cheesecake shop is crowded. We snag the last table, and Taylor holds our seat while I go up to order.


  I don’t particularly like what some people would consider “normal” cheesecake, but I’m a fan of the light cheesecake here. I order the basic one, not the strawberry or matcha. It’s twelve bucks, and it’s a decent size. More than enough for two people who have just eaten a large dinner.


  Taylor is sitting on the bench along the wall, but when I sit on the chair across from him, he taps the space beside him.


  Right. We’re on a “date” and we need to take pictures together at some point.


  I hang my parka on the back of the chair, then take a seat beside him, leg pressing against his. Okay, this is a little weird, but I can handle it. I lean closer and snap a selfie. I’m not much of a selfie person—in fact, I’m not a selfie person at all—but sometimes, you gotta do what you gotta do.


  “Helen, Helen,” Taylor says in a tone of affectionate exasperation. “You don’t look like you’re in love with me.” He pauses. “Not that you need to be in love if we’ve only been together for a short time, but you should look like you’re fond of me, rather than pissed about taking a selfie. Maybe try kissing me on the cheek.”


  I glare at him. “Kissing for the camera? That would be suspicious. I don’t want people to think I’ve been kidnapped.”


  “Hmm. Good point. But try to look just a little happier.”


  We take a few pictures with his arm around me, our cheeks practically smushed together, and manage one that isn’t completely terrible. Taylor looks fine in all of them; it’s me who’s always had trouble smiling for pictures, even when said pictures are self-inflicted.


  I post the photo on Instagram. Taylor replies with an excessive number of heart emojis (i.e., one) before he starts eating the cheesecake.


  We’ve scarfed down almost half of it before I realize that my leg is still pressed against his and I never went back to sitting on the other side of the table.


  Just doing a good job of playing the part, I suppose.


  Chapter 7


  On Sunday morning, I’m having cheesecake and coffee for breakfast when I get a text.


  Yes, I’m eating cake for breakfast. Taylor insisted I take the rest of the Japanese cheesecake home because I paid for it, and I felt like I ought to protest, but I didn’t. And the way I see it, the cheesecake is fresher now than it would be this evening, right?


  Besides, many people eat sweet things for breakfast—just look at the cereal aisle in the grocery store—and this cheesecake isn’t overly sweet. In fact, it’s not as sweet as the waffles that I had for brunch with my friends last month.


  Still, despite these rational arguments, eating dessert at nine thirty in the morning seems a little wrong.


  Whatever. It’s not like my mother is here to judge me.


  “And don’t you start.” I glare at Lucifer, who looks unimpressed with me.


  After savoring a bite of cheesecake and washing it down with coffee, I check my phone. Taylor has sent me an image of a heart-shaped chocolate cake topped with strawberries and whipped cream. I chuckle.


  Before I can reply, I receive another picture of a heart-shaped chocolate cake, this one with “love” written in cursive on the top. It makes me cringe, but it’s probably delicious.


  Although I’ve never liked heart-shaped things, ever since last year’s Valentine’s fiasco, I’ve developed a stronger aversion to traditional Western symbols of romance, even if the bouquet is nice. It probably helps that Taylor didn’t get me any pink or red flowers. No roses, either.


  How thoughtful of him.


  I’m not even being sarcastic.


  He sends me yet another picture of a heart-shaped cake, this one decorated in pink, red, and white buttercream roses. It feels like an attack on my eyeballs.


  Glad you know how to do a Google image search, I text.


  I’m a man of many skills, he replies.


  Why is that putting dirty thoughts in my head?


  Luckily, those thoughts come to a screeching halt when I get a call from my mother.


  “Hi, Helen!” she says with too much enthusiasm.


  My mother doesn’t usually call on Sunday mornings, but as soon as I hear her voice, I know why she’s calling.


  She talked to Lisa.


  “Hi,” I say, trying not to sound too world-weary.


  “Lisa says she saw you and your boyfriend having dinner last night. She tells me you looked very cozy.”


  “It was a cramped restaurant with small tables,” I instinctively protest.


  “What did you say?”


  I suppose it’s a good thing she didn’t hear me do a poor job of selling the relationship. I need to get better at this.


  “Uh, yeah,” I say. “I’m sure we did look cozy.” Not as cozy as we looked at the cheesecake shop, but still.


  “But it’s not fair.”


  Yep, it’s not fair that I have to fake a relationship so people don’t feel sorry for me. And that my fake date was better than the vast majority of real dates, even if I nearly agreed to eat a heart-shaped cake.


  Obviously, she’s not talking about those things, though.


  “What’s unfair?” I ask mildly.


  “She got to meet him before I did!”


  “It’s not like we planned that.”


  “Still,” she says. “It’s not fair.”


  “Mmm.”


  “You should invite him over for the New Year.”


  Right. January first may have been last weekend, but the Lunar New Year is coming up in two weeks. I should do some cleaning.


  “I’m sure he has plans with his own family,” I say.


  “We’re flexible.”


  I thought I could put off this meeting, but now that Auntie Lisa has met Taylor, I’m not so sure. Lisa might keep bringing it up, keep asking my mom if she’s met my boyfriend, and Mom won’t appreciate it.


  Hmph.


  I don’t usually eat while I’m on the phone, but I slide a bite of cheesecake into my mouth in an attempt to make myself feel better.


  “At first,” Mom says, “I wondered if you were lying about having a boyfriend.”


  I choke.


  “Are you okay?” she asks.


  I chug some coffee to wash down the cheesecake. “Why would you think I was lying?” She didn’t show any signs of skepticism during our last phone call.


  “I don’t know,” she says. “Just this funny feeling I had in my gut. I thought it was mother’s intuition, but maybe it was my lactose intolerance.”


  “Mom!”


  “Anyway, I’m glad he’s real. Please ask if he will come over, okay?”


  “Okay.”


  I do mean it—I’ll ask. Because my mom might get another funny feeling in her gut if I don’t. But I will make it very, very clear to Taylor that he doesn’t need to spend New Year’s with my family.


  We talk for a little longer, and then I end the call and check how many pictures of heart-shaped cakes I received in the last fifteen minutes.


  Six. I chuckle in spite of myself.


  I consider texting Taylor to ask about New Year’s, then figure I’ll wait until our date next weekend.
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  The end of my first week back at work falls on Friday the thirteenth, but that doesn’t bother me. I’m not superstitious, and to me, four is more of a bad luck number than thirteen anyway.


  “Plans for the weekend?” asks Kellie, aka the grad student who informed me that I’d become a GIF.


  I take a bite of my sandwich and look up from my phone. I’m a little annoyed at being interrupted at lunch, but I did plan to do this at some point.


  “I have a date tomorrow,” I say.


  “You do? That’s awesome!”


  I manage a smile. “Yeah, I have a boyfriend. And tonight, I’m going out for drinks with a few friends.”


  Kellie’s reacting the way I expected. I’m changing the narrative about my personal life at work. Not that everyone will instantly forget about what happened last February, but this helps me feel more in control. It’s something I chose to share, rather than something they stumbled across online.


  Definitely an improvement.
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  After dinner, I meet Jasmeet, Whitney, and Esther at a bar. Most people are drinking beer, but I’ve never cared for beer, so I’m drinking white wine and feeling classy. Well, as classy as one can feel when ordering the cheapest wine on the menu without even reading the description. I like wine, but I’m not what you’d call a connoisseur.


  Nobody has asked about Taylor yet, and I have a few things to thank for that.


  First, the fact that there was an (accidental) mini explosion in the lab course that Esther is TAing this term. On the very first day.


  Second, the fact that Whitney and her boyfriend are moving in together.


  But once there are two consecutive seconds of silence, I know what’s coming next. However, before my friends can inquire about my new relationship, I get a text, and since I’m dreading this conversation a little, I take a look. Taylor has sent me a picture of a garish pink cake with an excessive number of sprinkles. (To clarify: even a single sprinkle is excessive in my books—they just look wrong to me, like plastic rather than food—but this truly takes the cake.)


  “Is that from your new boyfriend?” Whitney asks.


  “Yes.” You see? I’m very good at lying. That was a quality monosyllable right there.


  “Then why are you making a disgusted face?”


  I turn my phone around. “He’s teasing me by sending pictures of hideous cakes.”


  “What are you talking about?” Whitney asks. “That’s beautiful.”


  “I think you need to consult a dictionary.”


  Esther grabs the phone out of my hands and I let her. What’s she going to see if she scrolls up? Just more pictures of heart-shaped cakes.


  “He’s sent you a dozen of these,” she says, “and you haven’t strangled him yet?”


  “I’ve come close,” I mutter, but because I’m such a great actress, a tiny smile slips out after I finish speaking, so it comes across as yeah, he drives me crazy but I like him anyway.


  I’m crushing it tonight.


  Acting really isn’t difficult. I don’t know why the star of the movie I watched last night struggled so much with it, but he did; the romance subplot wasn’t believable at all. I rolled my eyes two dozen times—yes, I was counting—which is a lot, even for me.


  Though that actor does have one thing that I don’t: he’s ridiculously good-looking. Not that I’m bad-looking, but I know I don’t have movie-star beauty.


  I adjust my expression so that it appears I’m lost in mushy thoughts about my new boyfriend, who rolls up his shirt sleeves before eating, as though he’s really getting down to business. Then I realize Esther has scrolled up to the last heart-shaped cake, and beyond that…


  Crap. Now I remember that Taylor and I do something naughty in our texts: we discuss our fake relationship.


  “Give that to me.” I lunge for my phone. Esther jerks her arm back, nearly elbowing Whitney in the face.


  “What’s wrong, Helen?” Esther asks playfully.


  “It’s private.”


  That works, right? They’ll assume it’s dirty sex stuff—I hope—rather than the truth.


  “Interesting.” Esther moves her thumb downward, but she’s not actually touching the screen. I think she’ll respect my privacy, but I wouldn’t bet my life savings on her not taking a quick peek.


  “Were you sexting?” Whitney sounds far too intrigued.


  “Mm-hmm.” My face flames as I reach for the phone, which Esther is holding above her head.


  “Really?” Jasmeet says. “Didn’t you tell us that sexting is stupid? Charlie tried to do it, and you couldn’t get into it.”


  I freeze for a split second before thinking of the perfect response. “Taylor is better at it.”


  “Ooh, tell me more.” Whitney leans forward.


  “Fat chance.” I pause. “I might have sent a few heart emojis by accident, too. You know, super embarrassing stuff. You better give my phone back, Esther.”


  She finally relents. I stick my phone in my purse, which I place firmly in my lap. I wrap my arm around it so no one can grab it when I’m not looking.


  Phew. Travesty averted. My fake relationship is safe.


  “We ran into my mom’s friend when we were out last weekend,” I say, “and now Mom thinks it’s unfair that Auntie Lisa has met him and she hasn’t. They’re the kind of friends who are always trying to one-up each other, you know? So, Mom has asked me multiple times to invite Taylor for New Year’s.”


  Jasmeet nods sympathetically. “But you don’t want him to meet your parents when the relationship is so new.”


  “That’s perfectly reasonable,” Esther says. “Nobody’s getting subjected to my parents unless it’s serious.”


  “It is serious.” I don’t know why I feel the need to say that, but somehow, it seems insulting to Taylor to do otherwise. “Like, as serious as it can be at this point in time. But not we-need-to-meet-the-parents serious.” It’s time to divert the conversation. “Have you started your resolutions?” I ask Esther. “Been on any dates?”


  “It’s only mid-January. I have lots of time.” She frowns.


  “What’s wrong?”


  “You seem more upbeat than usual.”


  “I do? How appalling.” I follow my words with a long sip of wine, and my friends laugh.


  “You do,” Whitney says slowly. “I think this new relationship is agreeing with you. All the sexting and heart-shaped cakes with sprinkles…”


  “Dear God,” I mutter, but to my distress, I feel myself smile. I recall Taylor saying I was smiling more than usual, too.


  Well, I guess acting comes naturally to me, even though I wasn’t in the improv club like he was. So naturally, in fact, that I don’t even have to think about it.


  Yep, that must be what’s happening.


  Chapter 8


  On Saturday evening, rather than taking the TTC to meet Taylor, I drive to Finch Station, where I’m picking him up.


  We’re going bowling.


  Yep, that’s right. We’re the epitome of cool. (It was his idea, but I didn’t protest.)


  I pull into the passenger pick-up, aka the kiss ’n ride. If Taylor and I were actually dating, I could greet him with a quick kiss before taking the car out of park, but I don’t think kissing is part of our fake relationship. At least, we haven’t discussed it.


  An image of my mom and Auntie Lisa, popping up from behind a trash bin, appears in my mind. I imagine them shouting, Why aren’t you kissing?? This relationship is clearly fake!!


  Look, I don’t know why my brain is doing these things, but it is.


  I wait for a grand total of one minute before Taylor comes out of the station. He approaches my car, opens the passenger door, and takes a seat.


  “Hey, Helen,” he says.


  I start driving toward the bowling alley near our old high school.


  “So, uh.” I figure I’ll get this over with now. “Do you want to come to my parents’ house next weekend for the Lunar New Year? My mom said to ask you. Absolutely no pressure—you can say no. Actually, you should say no. It wasn’t part of my fake relationship plan, and my parents will probably ask too many questions and—”


  “Yes.”


  “What are you saying yes to? Yes, they’ll probably ask too many questions—”


  “Yes, I’ll come over.”


  “Why?” I refrain from whipping my head around as I speak. You know, eyes on the road and all that.


  “Why not? I have nothing else to do that weekend. Everyone has family stuff, and I…”


  “What about your dad?”


  “He’ll be away on business.”


  I briefly glance in Taylor’s direction. He’s looking out the window, and he sounded a touch…sad.


  This is unacceptable. Not because I want him to pretend to be happy-go-lucky around me—no, I want him to genuinely be happy.


  “So, you really want to come over?” I ask slowly. “You’d enjoy that?”


  “Yes.”


  I don’t love the idea. Bringing a guy home is always stressful, even if, in this case, he’s not actually my boyfriend. There are too many opportunities for disaster; I can’t control exactly what will happen.


  But if Taylor wants to spend the holiday with my family, well, he can.


  “If you don’t want me to…” he begins.


  “No, no. Of course you should come.”


  If my parents and sister were away for the holidays, I’d be content to spend the time alone in my apartment, eating good food in peace. However, I recognize that not everyone is like me, which is probably for the best. The world wouldn’t function if everyone was the same.


  Okay, my family is meeting my fake boyfriend next weekend. This is really happening.


  That’s a problem for another day, though.


  Tonight: bowling.


  Because I haven’t been bowling in so long, I’ve forgotten the worst part of it. When we get to the bowling alley, someone asks for my shoe size, and I wonder what on earth is happening before I remember bowling shoes.


  Right. You can’t wear your own shoes when you bowl. I don’t know if this is solely to avoid marking up the lanes, or if it’s supposed to help with the bowling itself, but I mumble my shoe size and someone hands me a pair.


  We go to our assigned ten-pin lane, next to a group of white women who are older than my mother. Judging by the fact that two of them throw strikes, I’m guessing they’re better at this than I am.


  I’ve been bowling a grand total of three times. The first was at a birthday party in elementary school, and that was five-pin with those inflatable things in the gutters. Bumper bowling, I think it’s called. In fact, the electronic score system looks like it hasn’t been updated since my elementary school bowling days, and it feels like we’ve stepped back in time.


  “You want to go first?” Taylor gestures toward the lane.


  “I’ll let you have that honor,” I say, as if I’m doing a kind thing rather than being scared of embarrassing myself.


  I enter our names into the system, and he picks up a ball, gets into position, and…


  Whoa. Why am I finding the image of Taylor wearing ugly bowling shoes sexy?


  In addition to the bowling shoes—because of course he’s not bowling naked, and why is my brain now imagining naked bowling?—he’s also wearing jeans, a T-shirt, and a hoodie. More casual than our last “date.” I don’t understand what’s so attractive about this fairly ordinary outfit, yet I can’t help licking my lips.


  Luckily, he’s not looking in my direction, so he doesn’t notice.


  When he bowls again and gets a spare, I take a couple of action shots. Proof to post on Instagram later, not because I want to admire them.


  “Helen?”


  “Uh, what?” I sound guilty, like I hacked the old computer system and gave myself a strike. Unfortunately, I don’t have such skills.


  “Your turn,” he says, laying a hand on my shoulder.


  “Oh, right. Right.”


  My first attempt at bowling is just as bad as I'd feared. My technique is shaky, to put it mildly, and I trip on my feet. The ball starts traveling down the lane, but it’s not going very fast, and it’s veering to the left at an alarming rate. It’s still a long way from the pins when it goes into the gutter.


  Yep, Taylor threw a spare and I threw a gutter ball.


  “Don’t say anything!” I snap.


  “I wasn’t going to.”


  It’s a good thing I’m not super competitive. Well, I am when I play games with Shirley, but in general, I’m not too competitive. If I were, I might be even more disappointed in myself.


  I make a show of stretching my arms over my head. “It takes me a while to warm up.”


  Indeed, I do better on the second bowl: I knock down two pins.


  “It requires a lot of skill to knock down only two out of ten pins,” I say.


  “I’m sure it does.”


  “You’re mocking me.”


  “I would never,” Taylor says. “I’ll get you a heart-shaped chocolate cake with extra sprinkles afterward. Does that sound like mocking?”


  I growl at him.


  He throws another spare, and I take another picture of him.


  Why is his ass exactly in the middle of the picture? Hmm. Weird.


  After that, I stop taking photos and focus on the game. On my next turn, I manage to knock down five pins. The score isn’t close, but I’m happy that I’m no longer making a total embarrassment of myself.


  On my final turn, the ball knocks over nine pins—no, ten!


  I actually squeal. “I got a strike!”


  Before I can think about what I’m doing, I skip over to Taylor, pull him up from the seat, and throw my arms around him.


  Okay, what?


  Sure, Taylor and I give each other quick goodbye hugs, but this isn’t a quick hug; I still have my arms around him, and it feels really good. But even though I’m aware of what’s happening and that it’s out of the ordinary, I don’t move.


  A lingering hug is appropriate for people who are dating, isn’t it? That must be why I’m doing this: I’m a really good actress.


  But he has a clean, soapy scent, and I feel the need to just burrow into him. Get as close as possible. Have him unzip his hoodie and wrap the sides of it around me.


  “Helen?” Taylor sounds vaguely amused but not unhappy with our current position. His lips are close to my ear, and it would be so easy to turn and plant a kiss on his lips…


  Okay, my brain is taking things a little far. I jump back.


  “Since it’s the tenth frame,” he says, “you have to throw two more balls to get your score.”


  “Oh! Right! Of course! I knew that!”


  Yep, good job on sounding normal, Helen. Stellar.


  Despite my strike, my final score is still a fair bit lower than Taylor’s, and his score is lower than those of the ladies next to us. Although I might not be super competitive, I don’t like being really bad at something, and I’m clearly not great at bowling. But I managed to throw a strike—a fluke, but still—and generally got better throughout the game. I’m even having fun.


  I ask Taylor to sit beside me on the uncomfortable seats so we can take a picture together, and it feels more natural than last week. I make an Instagram post with one picture of the two of us, one picture of him bowling (but not the one where his ass was the focal point), and one picture of my ugly bowling shoes. I also impulsively change my settings so my account is no longer private. I can handle this; there won’t be a deluge of strangers looking me up.


  We play another game, and I don’t manage another strike, but I do get a spare.


  Near the end of the game, I find myself admiring Taylor once again as he sends the ball down the lane with more speed than I’ve managed. He’s pushed up his sleeves, but obviously, I’m not staring at his forearms. Nope, I’m just admiring his technique, which is better than mine because I don’t have any. Nothing more than that, and I’m definitely not replaying that hug in my mind. Why the hell would I do such a thing? That would be weird.


  We decide to call it quits after the second game and get something to eat. The food in the bowling alley doesn’t appeal to me, but Taylor suggests a nearby place that specializes in poutine.


  As I drive to the restaurant, I feel very aware of the fact that he’s sitting next to me. It’s probably just because I’m not used to having someone else in my car.


  “If I remember correctly,” he says, “you really like poutine.”


  “Um, who doesn’t?” I ask.


  “My dad doesn’t like how the gravy makes the fries soggy.”


  “Okay, that’s fair.”


  “And I think cheese curds have a slightly strange texture, but you’ll enjoy this place. The curds are fresh and squeaky.”


  There’s something very earnest in his voice, as though he wants whatever will make me happiest; he’s chosen this place specifically for me.


  I often get that sense with Taylor. We may not be best friends, but whenever we meet up—usually just a few times a year instead of every week—I feel like he’s chosen me as his companion for whatever restaurant he wants to try because he thinks it’s something I’ll particularly like.


  Having more of his focus on me is rather intoxicating.


  “How are the flowers doing?” he asks.


  “One kind wasn’t doing so great, so I threw those out, but the rest of the bouquet is looking good.”


  “I’m glad. Carnations last longer than roses—that’s part of the reason I chose them—and I figured you wouldn’t want roses anyway.” Apparently, Taylor knows more about flowers than I do, which shouldn’t be surprising.


  And once again, it was clearly a decision he made with me in mind.


  At the restaurant, we go to the counter and place our order. It’s good to split poutine with someone; a medium order for myself is too much.


  We grab a table as we wait for our food. When he leans forward, my heart beats faster, as though I’m halfway through a brutal workout. I feel a keen sense of disappointment when I realize he’s just reaching for a napkin. He’s not going to kiss me.


  Why am I thinking about kissing? And why am I looking at his hands and imagining how they’d caress my cheeks?


  Our poutine arrives, and he picks up a fry and pops it in his mouth. I can’t help but watch his Adam’s apple bob as he swallows, can’t help but notice the way his eyes flutter closed, just for a split second, as though he’s really savoring it. My skin feels prickly and warm.


  “I have to go to the washroom.” I jump up and hurry to the left, then realize the washroom is the other direction and switch course, narrowly avoiding a teenage girl.


  When I’m safely in the single-unit washroom, I lock the door and force myself to take deep breaths.


  Okay, I have to admit the truth: I’m attracted to Taylor. I’m not simply getting into my role or doing a good job at acting, or any of that nonsense. I really do think he’s cute.


  I picture him picking up a bowling ball, sliding his fingers into the holes…And then I imagine him touching something other than a bowling ball, parting my legs and—


  Seriously, what’s wrong with me? This is Taylor. I’ve known him for years and I’ve never thought of him this way before. I’m a sensible twenty-nine-year-old who usually just lusts after people she sees on the internet or on her TV screen. This is the first time I’ve lusted after someone in person since the Valentine’s Incident.


  And he (in)conveniently happens to be my fake boyfriend. Who, doubtless, has no such thoughts about me, even if I thought he was the tiniest bit flirty with me last weekend.


  Or maybe the same thing is happening to him. Maybe he’s having such thoughts about me for the first time, too.


  Yeah, no. That’s not the kind of coincidence that occurs in my life. And if I bring it up, it’ll make things weird, and it’s not like I have tons of friends; I don’t feel like I can afford to lose one. Plus, I need him to be willing to continue this fake relationship.


  Ugh. These feelings of attraction were not part of the plan.


  After splashing water on my face, I return to our table and try not to think about giving Taylor another long hug…and this time, sliding my hands down to cup his ass.


  Nope, I definitely don’t do that.


  Instead, I take a picture of our poutine, and Taylor lets me eat most of the cheese curds.
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  On Sunday morning, I’m drinking coffee and eating fruit—no leftover cheesecake today—when I get a text. It’s Taylor, sending me not a heart-shaped cake but a heart-shaped platter of charcuterie. Some of the meat has been rolled to look like roses. I imagine him picking up a piece of cheese—my favorite kind, because of course he’d know what that is—and holding it to my lips, his fingers lingering as I take the cheese into my mouth, then sliding farther down my body.


  The lie we’re telling the world…I can’t help wishing it were real.


  No, that’s not true. I don’t wish I were in a relationship. I’ve sworn off relationships. But I usually only have sex when I have a boyfriend, and it’s been a while, that’s all. My expensive vibrator is nice—I splurged for a top-of-the-line one—but sometimes you want to kiss someone and feel someone else’s body against yours. At least, I do, even if I’m normally content to be alone in my apartment.


  So, yeah, I wish I could end my dry streak, but that’s it, and it’s not as if I’m going to make a move. It wouldn’t be smart.


  Historically, morning hasn’t been a particularly horny time for me. Maybe when I wake up with someone in my bed, but when I’m alone? Not so much. Morning isn’t when I pull my vibrator out of my bedside table.


  Today, however, is different…


  Chapter 9


  When the doorbell rings, I freeze in the middle of washing the green onions.


  “Aiyah, why are you just standing there?” Mom asks. “Your boyfriend is here.”


  I’m so out of sorts that I nearly protest and say Taylor isn’t my boyfriend, although some part of me is pleased to hear her call him that.


  Yep, I’m flustered at the prospect of seeing him for the first time since last weekend. For the first time since I, well…you know.


  Taylor doesn’t have a car, so I offered to pick him up, but he insisted on taking transit so I wouldn’t need to leave in the middle of dinner preparations. For the Lunar New Year’s Eve, I always head to my parents’ house mid-afternoon to help with the cooking. I’m the only person my mother can stand to have in the kitchen with her, even though, as a general rule, I’m less agreeable than the other members of the family. But in the kitchen with my mother, I know my place: I do what she says, and I don’t question it. I don’t try to put my own spin on things.


  I dry my hands on a towel before heading to the front door. Shirley has beaten me there.


  “You must be Taylor.” Her voice sounds totally natural. Not. “Helen says you went to our high school, but it was a pretty big school. You don’t look familiar.”


  Well, that’s better than my sister immediately sharing every embarrassing story from my childhood. I like to pretend there aren’t any such stories, but there totally are.


  Shirley steps aside, and for the first time in a week, I get a look at Taylor in person.


  A part of me thought that when I saw him today, I’d realize that it was a very temporary attraction and I was over it.


  Not so.


  Today, he’s wearing corduroys and a cozy sweater—I want to press myself against him so I can feel just how cozy it is—and when he looks in my direction, his smile broadens.


  “Hi,” I say at last, holding out my hands. “Let me take that from you.”


  He passes over the fruit basket he brought, then removes his jacket and shoes. He’s just straightened up when my mom strides into the hallway, followed by my father and Bec. Mom gives him an assessing gaze.


  “Nice to meet you, Mrs. Tsang,” Taylor says.


  “Helen hasn’t told me much about you. I have many questions for you later, okay?” Mom probably made a list of questions and went over it with my father. He will have been tasked with asking a few of those questions while she and I finish up in the kitchen.


  But Taylor, even if he isn’t a surgeon or some other profession guaranteed to impress Asian parents, doesn’t seem alarmed.


  As I return to the kitchen with my mother—Taylor offered his help but I declined—I hear him and my sister laughing about something.


  Mom and I work in silence for a few minutes before she says, “You really like him. I can tell by the way you look at him.”


  I keep my eyes focused on the cutting board, feeling moderately horrified. I wasn’t trying to look at him in any particular way, so whatever she saw was—gasp!—natural.


  “How do I look at him?” I venture at last.


  “Ah, hard to explain. Like you are very fond of him, and you want to be alone so you can smooch him.”


  “Mom!”


  “Is there a problem?” my father calls from the living room.


  “No!” I shout, then turn to my mother and lower my voice. “You must be imagining it.”


  “You’re saying you don’t want to smooch your boyfriend?”


  “I don’t want to hear you use words like ‘smooch.’”


  “What should I say instead?” She makes a bunch of cringe-inducing kissing sounds.


  I can feel my blood pressure rising. See, this is why I’d be okay with spending the holidays alone.


  “You’re so fun to tease,” she says.


  “Thanks,” I mutter.


  She elbows me in the side.


  “Mom, I’m holding a knife, okay?”


  She laughs before critiquing my chopping technique, which is preferable to other things she could say, I suppose.


  A few minutes later, I take a break to use the washroom. I don’t actually have to go; I just want to walk by the living room and see how everyone’s getting along. Make sure no one’s been maimed…or told the story of how I fancied myself a poet for a misguided six days back in grade seven.


  The advantage of having known Taylor since grade nine science class is that he’s aware of what I was like as a teenager, and he even liked that person enough to become friends with her, so certain stories aren’t going to have much of an impact. And, yes, he likes most people, but still.


  To my relief, Taylor is asking Bec about her job, and it all appears very normal.


  The way I’m focusing on the curve of his back and the strand of hair that doesn’t seem to be behaving itself? A little less normal. I itch to reach out and touch his hair, let my fingers slide over the shell of his ear and linger on his face.


  I also admire the way he seems at ease here, in a house he’s never been to before, with people he met fifteen minutes ago. I certainly wouldn’t be at ease in such a situation.


  “What do you do for work?” Shirley asks Taylor.


  “I’m a social worker at a hospital.”


  “Huh. You know, I never thought of social workers in a setting like that, but it makes sense. What exactly do you do?”


  “Counselling, discharge planning, connecting patients to community resources…” He moves his hands as he speaks, his passion evident.


  I return to the kitchen, both relieved that everything is going okay with this meet-the-family event, and also the very opposite of relieved. I’m having fantasies about touching my fake boyfriend’s ear, and that can’t be normal.
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  Usually, there are five of us for New Year’s. Since there are six people today, my mother has taken the liberty of preparing extra food. Like, twice as much food even though there’s only one more person—and frankly, the amount of food she normally prepares for the holiday would already be enough.


  There’s a whole fish and a whole chicken and pork belly. Longevity noodles and dumplings and various vegetable dishes. And wonton soup.


  My pulse speeds up as I watch Taylor try his first spoonful of soup. Why am I nervous? I know he isn’t going to claim he likes it and later reveal that he thinks all soup is an abomination.


  “Mmm. This is amazing,” he says to my mother. It’s impossible to doubt his sincerity.


  Mom beams, then tries to pretend it’s no big deal and she doesn’t deserve such praise, but I know she’s pleased.


  It’s a sign!


  What’s wrong with my brain? I don’t believe in signs, and pretty much everyone loves my mother’s wonton soup. Charlie was a very rare exception. The fact that Taylor thinks it’s delicious doesn’t mean anything.


  Though I’m unsettled by my thoughts, I manage to enjoy dessert. Chocolate cake, made by Shirley. Everyone in my family adores chocolate, and this is a tradition for us.


  At twelve thirty, Taylor and I leave together, loaded down with multiple days worth of food as well as our red envelopes. Even though my parents had never met Taylor before today, there’s an envelope for him, too.


  I can’t help feeling a touch guilty. I just introduced my family to this nice man, and in a month, we’ll “break up,” and they’ll probably never see him again.


  I push that feeling aside.


  “Was tonight okay?” I ask as I start driving toward Finch. Taylor seemed comfortable, but I want to be sure.


  “Yes, it was great. Thanks for having me.” He already said that to my parents, but he’s repeating it again to me, and the tone of his voice says he really, really means it.


  I sneak a glance at him. His expression says it, too.


  “I always wanted to have family gatherings like that,” he says, “but it was just me and my dad.”


  I hesitate. “What about your mother and her family?”


  I’ve never asked before. I assumed he didn’t want to talk about it, but he mentioned his mother’s other kids on our first date, and somehow it feels like it’s the right moment to ask.


  When he doesn’t immediately answer, I’m about to take back the question, say it’s none of my business. Perhaps what I already know is the extent of what he wants to tell me.


  But then he speaks. “I don’t remember my parents ever getting along. They didn’t divorce until I was eight, but they should have done it earlier. I think my mom saw marrying my father, a Chinese international student, as a way to rebel against her family. I don’t think she ever truly loved him for him. Then I was born, and I wasn’t what she wanted me to be.”


  “What do you mean? How could she think that?”


  Yet even as I ask the question, I know the answer.


  He tells me anyway. “I didn’t look like her—I’ve always favored my father in appearance. Having an Asian husband was one thing, but having a child who didn’t look white…she wasn’t prepared for that. She didn’t bond with me, and she didn’t like that my father wanted me to learn Mandarin, wanted to speak it to me from the time I was a baby. Maybe she wished for me to look a bit ‘exotic’ but be, fundamentally, white. I don’t know. When my dad asked for sole custody, she didn’t fight it. I’d go to see her a few times a year, but that was all. A few years later, she married a white man. Their daughters get the mother I didn’t have and—Helen, what did you say?”


  Shit. I was muttering curse words under my breath. And I’m gripping the steering wheel like I’m trying to crush it in my bare hands, in an attempt to control my rage.


  How could she do that to him? What a despicable woman. Taylor is one of the most easy-to-like people I know, and she still rejected him? Or has he made himself very likable so no one can do what his mom did?


  But that can’t protect you from racism.


  “As you can imagine,” he says, “it gave me some rather fucked up views on race when I was young.” He’s speaking very matter-of-factly, despite the pain it’s caused him.


  I’m still struggling not to show the rage I feel. “Do you ever see your mom’s family now?”


  “They have a big backyard barbecue every Canada Day weekend, with all the extended family. Sometimes I go, even if it’s clear that my grandparents and many of my other relatives don’t think I should be invited. But it satisfies my curiosity, and my cousin and I are close—he’s a year younger than me. I see him throughout the year, but no one else.”


  “Does your dad have any family?”


  “He has a sister in China. I’ve met her a few times. His parents died a long time ago.”


  I can see how a family like mine would be a novelty to him. Yes, sometimes they annoy the crap out of me, but I do love them. And I watched my mom and dad grow up without siblings or cousins or parents nearby, and I saw how hard it was for them, which is part of the reason I want to stay in Toronto. Pursuing a career in academia would have made it more difficult, and that did factor into my decision, even if it wasn’t the main reason I quit my PhD.


  My heart squeezes when I think of what Taylor went through. I want to bring him to see my family again, but…this isn’t real.


  A wave of sadness washes over me.


  I wonder how many people he’s told about his family. I’ve known him for a long time, and he never said anything to me, so I’m guessing it’s not something he shares often, probably because it’s painful. Why did he feel comfortable talking about it today?


  When we’re stopped at a light, I reach over and squeeze his hand. “Your mom and her family—they’re assholes. You turned out great, no thanks to them. My parents liked you.”


  “Did they?” He sounds hopeful.


  That hope does something to me.


  I swallow. “Yeah.”


  We don’t speak for the rest of the drive to Finch Station. After I put the car in park, I lean over the console and give him a hug—a longer hug than I usually give him at the end of the night. It’s like the hug at the bowling alley…except, no. That was a different sort of hug.


  Look at me, thinking about different types of hugs. This isn’t normal.


  Then I recall that we’re at the kiss ’n ride, and suddenly, I’m thinking about turning my head so I can kiss his mouth. I want my kiss to express all the things I can’t say out loud, like how the streetlights shining through the windows cast shadows that make him look particularly handsome, and how I want to protect him from all the shit in the world.


  I pull back before this can get out of hand. “Remember your food.”


  “I will.” He gives me a long, lingering look before he gets out of the car, retrieves the leftovers from the trunk, and heads into the station.


  I drive back to my apartment feeling slightly out of sorts. Feeling like I want to kiss someone and fight someone at the same time.


  To be clear, I want to kiss someone very specific: Taylor.


  And I want to fight, well, lots of people. I’m not picky.


  At home, I put my extra food in the fridge and check my phone. I have a message from Shirley telling me that she liked my new boyfriend. Then I click on the group chat, but I don’t type anything, just stare at the screen. I don’t usually have the urge to talk about my feelings, but I do now—and I can’t say anything. Because they can’t know the truth about my relationship with Taylor. It would defeat the whole damn purpose.


  My mind is still buzzing when I climb into bed half an hour later. I dream—as I have more than once in the past week—about fingers sliding into the holes…on bowling balls.


  Yep, this fake relationship is definitely not what I expected.


  Chapter 10


  I’m sitting in traffic on Tuesday after work when I have a brainwave.


  I should get Taylor flowers.


  I might be inspired by something I saw online the other day: a post about how men like getting flowers, too. Now, a bunch of men replied that this wasn’t true, but some men do like flowers, and I suspect Taylor is one of those men. The only problem is that he isn’t home during the day to receive a delivery, but his roommate works from home.


  A few minutes later, I come across a florist in a plaza, and I pull into the parking lot.


  I can’t believe I’m doing this. I’m getting flowers for my fake boyfriend.


  But I’ve been feeling like our relationship is a bit lopsided. Even before we started fake dating, he was usually the one reaching out to me, providing suggestions for what we could do. I suspect Taylor’s friendships are often like that: he’s the one making the effort.


  So, yeah. I can make some effort on his behalf. Why not?


  The lady behind the counter asks what I want, and I refrain from saying, I don’t fucking know! I want flowers! Do I look like the kind of person who knows anything about flowers?


  She thins her lips at my obvious lack of knowledge and hands me a booklet with lots of helpful pictures. As I flip through the booklet, I do a bit of research on my phone. I recall hearing that different flowers have different meanings, and I figure I can try to send him a message without actually having to say the words. At the very least, I should avoid inadvertently sending him the wrong message.


  Alas, I doubt any flower means “you are a great fake boyfriend,” but I vaguely recall that yellow roses mean friendship, which seems appropriate. However, a little googling reveals that they might also represent jealousy and infidelity, so I decide that’s a bad idea. What’s with the multiple meanings?


  Yellow carnations apparently mean disappointment, and the last thing I want to do is suggest I’m disappointed in him.


  What about lilies? I’ve always hated the smell, but perhaps he feels differently. Still, I can’t bring myself to order them.


  “Any questions?” the lady asks me.


  “Uh, no. I’m fine,” I say, even though I feel a touch overwhelmed.


  I return to roses. Red roses are definitely out—too romantic—but pink ones mean appreciation and happiness, and I can’t find any sign that they also mean the apocalypse is coming or similar. Okay, that’s good. Pink it is.


  But then I look up and see some absolutely stunning roses in the shop. The cream-colored petals turn to pink at the tips. I decide I have to get those, perhaps with a little baby’s breath. A quick search reveals that multi-colored roses can mean joy, which works for me.


  I place my order and sign a little card to accompany the bouquet.


  When I’m in the lab the next day, my mind keeps straying to Taylor, to what his reaction will be when he sees the bouquet of flowers, to how, exactly, he’ll smile. I tell myself not to obsess over it, but I can’t help it.


  I’m at home, in the middle of preparing dinner—I finally have to cook after having leftovers for the past few days—when my phone buzzes.


  Thanks for the flowers!! he says.


  No problem.


  Do you want me to take a picture and post it on Instagram?


  I cringe. Does he think that I got him flowers just for photographic proof of our relationship? I mean, I can’t blame him for thinking that, but it doesn’t sit right with me. I also wonder if he read anything into the color of the roses.


  I type a message, delete it…and repeat this five times.


  No need. I got them just for you to enjoy.


  I cringe yet again as I read the words that I sent him. It sounds a little sappy, and I’m not a sappy person. But I need Taylor to understand that it’s for him, not for our act. That seems important, somehow, even if it pains me a little.


  Are you free tomorrow after work? he asks. I’m having dinner with my dad, since he’s back from his trip, and I thought I could stop by to have bubble tea with you.


  My head is spinning. Is this a “date”? Or is he asking as a friend because he likes spending time with me and going out for bubble tea is something we’ve done in the past?


  Except we’ve spent a lot of time together lately. We don’t usually see each other multiple times in a month.


  After puzzling over this for a minute, I decide he’s just really committed to our fake relationship.


  Sure, I say. See you tomorrow.


  I finish cooking dinner, and I’m about to park myself in front of the TV when the group chat becomes active.


  
  JASMEET: I’m strangely NOT busy this weekend.


  WHITNEY: You guys should come over.


  WHITNEY: Ooh, and Helen should invite her new boyfriend.


  ME: That’s really not necessary.

  


  After I send that message, I debate whether it’s contrary to our “act,” but even if Taylor and I were actually dating, I might say that.


  The conversation continues. My friends are really insistent on meeting Taylor, and eventually I decide, why the hell not? It will get them to shut up right now, and Jasmeet’s fiancé, Liam, will be there, though Whitney’s boyfriend is out of town.


  Well, I’ll ask Taylor tomorrow when I see him for bubble tea.


  
    [image: Paragraph separator]
  


  Taylor meets me outside my building the next day. He’s wearing a blue toque and a big winter jacket, as is appropriate for the weather, and my heart rate kicks up a notch.


  Especially when we start walking toward the bubble tea shop and he grabs my hand.


  “You know, as part of our act,” he says breezily.


  “Of course.” I’m definitely not disappointed at his words.


  When we arrive, Vin is there. (See, Vin? I have a boyfriend! I’m not a liar. Okay, I totally am, but you have no reason to think that!) I place my usual order, Taylor places his order, and we sit on stools at the counter by the window.


  “My friends are having a little get-together on Saturday,” I say. “Would you like to come? They’re very keen to meet you, but you can say no.”


  “If we’re dating,” he says, “I should meet your friends, shouldn’t I?”


  “Well, you are my friend and you’ve met yourself, so in a way, you’ve already done it.”


  He laughs, as though I’m funnier than I actually am. “Look at you, being social. You had a hot bowling date a week and a half ago…”


  I know he’s just joking with the word “hot.” I know that. But it feels like he can read my mind, which is particularly distressing given the dreams I’ve been having lately. Last night’s dream, for example, was wrong on so many levels.


  First of all, Taylor was wearing bowling shoes and nothing else. Not even socks. Gross.


  Second of all, we were in my bedroom. We were inside my apartment and he was wearing shoes. Also wrong.


  Thirdly, he didn’t even take off those shoes when he climbed into bed.


  Fourthly, my friend/fake boyfriend was doing sexual things to me. Yet again.


  Fifthly, there was a bowling ball on the bed.


  “Helen?” Taylor says. “I was trying to tease you, but if I upset you…”


  Oops. I guess I was thinking about my disturbing dream for too long.


  “You didn’t upset me.” I mean, it was the sort of thing I’d say about myself, and Taylor has always been the sort to joke kindly, and he’d never complain about someone not being able to take a joke if he accidentally insulted them. “You’re right. It’s a lot of socializing for me. After seeing people on Saturday, I’ll probably spend all of Sunday in my bedroom with the curtains drawn, not…” I was about to say, not wearing shoes in my bed, but managed to stop myself in time. “With a cold compress on my head and a stash of chocolate on my bedside table.”


  “Your family really likes chocolate, don’t they?”


  “Why the fuck would we not like chocolate? Chocolate’s fucking amazing.”


  I realize I’m talking loudly and look back to see that our drinks are ready…and Vin has definitely heard me swearing vehemently about chocolate.


  Oh, well.


  Taylor jumps up to grab the bubble tea, and I figure I ought to take a picture of us and post it on social media. I pick up my phone.


  “We should both be drinking for the picture,” he says.


  “Ugh, fine.” I snap a picture of us with our cheeks pressed together, both sipping our tea. It’s hideously cute.


  Also, he has really nice cheekbones.


  “Damn you,” I mutter under my breath.


  “What did you say?” Taylor asks.


  “Nothing. Nothing at all.”


  Then I make the mistake of looking at him while he’s sipping his bubble tea through that purple straw, and why does that turn me on?


  My brain is so weird. Lately, I’ve been finding the strangest shit sexy.


  I wonder what Taylor’s like in bed. Probably very attentive and thorough and concerned about his partner’s pleasure.


  Hmm.


  He’s probably very good at giving oral sex.


  Again, hmm.


  I need to stop having inappropriate thoughts about my friend. And bowling.


  “By the way,” Taylor says, “the flowers are lovely. I really appreciate it, Helen.” He has a super-eager look on his face, and it kills me.


  What, exactly, is he like with the people he dates for real, versus the one he just pretends to date? Yes, I’ve seen him with a few of his past girlfriends, but what’s he like in private? I hope, after we “break up,” that he finds someone who loves him with all her heart and properly appreciates him.


  For a moment, I’m jealous of this woman, but that’s ridiculous. Taylor’s my friend, and I want good things for him…and he’s very different from me. He likes being in love and celebrating Valentine’s Day, whereas I’ve sworn off love.


  Maybe that was a mistake.


  Once again, I tell myself that’s ridiculous. I don’t think everyone should stop dating and avoid relationships, but they’re not for me. I can’t handle the drama that a relationship can bring to a person’s life, and after the events of last year, it’s hard to imagine anyone could remain in love with me for the long haul.


  “What’s wrong?” Taylor shoots me a concerned look, and something inside me clenches.


  But I say, “Nothing’s wrong, don’t worry about it.”
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  Whitney opens the door for us. “You must be Taylor. I’m Whitney.”


  We’re the last ones to arrive. After Whitney and Taylor exchange pleasantries and he hands her a bottle of wine, I introduce him to everyone else. Though I’ve known him for longer than I’ve known my university friends, they’ve never met before; I’ve always felt weird about mixing friend groups. Feels too much like blurring the careful lines I’ve drawn between areas of my life.


  “We’ve heard so much about you,” Jasmeet says.


  “Uh, thank you?” Taylor says in response, and everyone laughs.


  “She’s lying.” I glare at Jasmeet, feeling a little protective of Taylor. I don’t want him to be alarmed. Mind you, Taylor doesn’t tend to be fazed by such things.


  “There’s no charcuterie chalet today,” Whitney says, “but I do have a fabulous cheese selection, as well as…” She takes some mini mushroom quiches out of the oven and shows them off. “What do you want to drink, Taylor? Wine, juice, tea, beer?”


  Once Taylor and I accept glasses of wine, we sit down on Whitney’s cozy sectional couch. I put my arm around him. We’re supposed to be in a relationship, and people in relationships put their arms around each other, right?


  For a split second, I think he’s going to cringe or freeze in surprise, but he acts like this is perfectly natural, which makes me glad. You know, because I don’t want my friends to notice that anything is amiss, that’s all.


  “So, you two went to high school together,” Jasmeet says, “and you stayed in touch, but how did you start dating?” She’s directing this at Taylor. “Helen hasn’t told us much.”


  Uh-oh. Maybe Taylor and I should have talked more about the details of our lie.


  Thankfully, he doesn’t look perturbed by this line of questioning, “I’ve actually had a crush on Helen for many years, ever since she knocked over that Erlenmeyer flask in science class.”


  My eyes widen, but I quickly school my features. I don’t know what I expected him to say, but it wasn’t that.


  “I was too chicken to say anything—you know how Helen can be a little intimidating—and I was also afraid of ruining our friendship. But finally, I confessed my feelings and asked her out, and she said yes!” He reaches up to squeeze my hand, the one that’s on his shoulder, and when he turns to look at me, he winks.


  Is that wink going to make people suspicious? Or is he going for one of those sexy, secretive couple winks?


  Look, I don’t know anything about winking, okay?


  A few minutes later, I head to the kitchen to help Whitney take more things out of the oven. She lives in a newer building, and her unit has an open-plan kitchen, unlike mine.


  “I like him,” she whispers. “He’s very sweet and clearly adores you.”


  “He’s right there,” I hiss, tilting my head in the direction of the living room. Yes, she’s whispering, but it is open-plan.


  “So? I’m not saying anything bad about him, and he’s busy talking to Liam.”


  Esther approaches us. “He does seem quite lovely,” she says quietly as she snags a tartlet off a tray. “Oh my God, that’s hot.”


  “It just came out of the oven,” I say. “Of course it’s hot.”


  Esther glares at me, and her attention lingers. Is she suspicious about the man I brought to today’s gathering? I can’t shake the odd feeling that she’s having trouble buying our relationship, and I tense. It would be disastrous if she confronted me about it; I’m not sure I’d be able to handle that without melting into a puddle.


  But we’re doing a good job of playing our parts, right? Whitney is totally buying it. I’ll just have to do an extra-good job from now on.


  I return to Taylor’s side and give him a quick kiss on the cheek. He clearly wasn’t expecting it, and he startles and nearly spills his wine.


  So much for that.


  “Sorry,” he says. “I, uh, didn’t see you there. Didn’t realize you’d come back.”


  Then he leans closer…and kisses me back. Just the briefest of pecks, but it’s rather nice. And it’s also nice how our thighs are touching.


  “Everything okay?” he whispers.


  “Yep, just peachy!”


  He seems skeptical, and I don’t blame him—I’ve probably never used the word “peachy” before in my life.


  “I was thinking,” he says. “There’s a light festival in the Distillery District. You want to go next weekend?”


  “Sure.” There’s more enthusiasm in my voice than there usually is.


  I glance at Esther. You see? We’re planning our date for next weekend. Isn’t our relationship soooo believable? But she’s not looking in my direction.


  Hmph. Why did I bother sounding so enthusiastic?


  Then, to my horror, I realize that I might actually be a 9/10 on the Helen Tsang Scale of Excitement about leaving my cozy apartment and going to a goddamn light festival.


  What is the world coming to?


  Chapter 11


  The next week, Taylor and I exchange a few texts. He sends me even more pictures of heart-shaped cakes, one of them decorated with cinnamon hearts.


  In my opinion, cinnamon hearts are the worst type of candy. In part, it’s because of what they represent: Valentine’s Day. But also? The flavor is just weird. I like cinnamon…but not like that.


  He also asks what my friends thought of him, and I ignore the memory of Esther’s suspicious look, assuring him that he played his part well and they all thought we were a good match.


  Unlike last week, I don’t have any dreams about him wearing bowling shoes in bed. One sex dream, sure, but it’s blessedly unrelated to bowling.


  Unfortunately, when I meet Taylor at King Station on Saturday evening—so we can walk to the Distillery District together—the bowling dream is what immediately pops into my head.


  “Hey.” He smiles at me.


  “Um, hi.” I hope that sounded normal.


  Taylor opens his mouth, and I’m convinced he’s going to ask why my voice is weird, but he merely says, “Shall we?”


  We talk about our weeks as we walk, and when we arrive at the Distillery District, there’s a large illuminated maple leaf. Behind the leaf, a sign points to an indoor exhibit, which sounds good to me—I want to get out of the cold.


  Inside the dark room, there are giant illuminated flowers and toadstools, and perhaps we’re supposed to feel like little fairies amongst them. It’s kind of neat, but it’s not really my thing, though being inside is definitely appreciated…and apparently, watching Taylor enjoy it is also my thing.


  Now, Taylor usually smiles quite a bit, but this smile is a little different. Since I’ve been spending more time with him lately, I’ve become acquainted with his various types of smiles. I haven’t seen this one before, but I know what it means.


  It’s an expression of wonder.


  I’m content to watch him as we wander around. He looks upward at a particularly tall flower and takes a picture.


  “Look over here,” I say, and when he does, I snap a picture of him. You know, as proof of our date. Proof that I can later upload to Instagram if I like.


  He takes lots of photos, and normally, I’d be bored by how much time we’re spending here, but I don’t mind. I reach for his hand, for practical reasons: I don’t want us to get separated in the crowd. It’s fairly busy here, but that only bothers me a little; I don’t even swear when I nearly trip over a kid.


  As we go farther into the exhibit, it feels like the flowers and mushrooms are getting larger and a little more…otherworldly. At the front, there was a red toadstool with white spots, but back here, there’s a hot pink and green toadstool that looks more like an alien. Huh.


  And we’re still casually holding hands.


  Yep, no big deal, just here with my fake boyfriend, like a normal twenty-nine-year-old woman on a Saturday night.


  One of the lights casts an odd green glow on Taylor, and he turns toward me as if he can sense my gaze on him. “What are you looking at?”


  “You,” I say, before realizing that sounds horribly sappy. “I mean, the light on you. It’s interesting. I’ll take a picture and show you.” My words come out in a rush.


  The picture doesn’t quite capture it, and I don’t want to try using the flash—I suspect that would spoil the effect, and besides, it would disrupt the experience for the other people here.


  We exit the building on the opposite side and go in search of other installations. We discover an enormous marionette that looks somewhat terrifying, plus strings of lights in a Spirograph-like design.


  I’m doing a combination of observing the lights and observing Taylor, who points at things and says, “Isn’t this cool?” or “Look at that.” I doubt I would have come here if not for him, and if I did happen upon this by myself, I’d walk through quickly and miss half of it.


  We’re standing amongst strands of vertical blue and purple lights, which change to pink and white a moment later, when I shiver. Not just a tiny shiver. No, a large, jerky shiver that’s impossible for Taylor to miss.


  He responds by wrapping his arms around me.


  It doesn’t warm me up a great deal, but I still like it. We’re both wearing parkas (though mine clearly isn’t good enough), and his body heat isn’t all that close to mine, but I press my cheek against his warm neck.


  And as he’s holding me, I decide that Taylor is just the right size.


  Some women have a thing for big men, guys who are over six feet tall with broad shoulders, but I don’t. My first boyfriend, back in university, was six-three and literally weighed twice as much as me, most of it muscle, but I found the size difference awkward. It didn’t make me feel delicate and feminine, not that I particularly care about such things anyway. No, it made me feel like a child. He stood more than a foot above me, and in our pictures together, I thought it looked odd.


  But Taylor is five-five, and it would be easy to tip my head up and kiss him.


  He looks up at the lights above us before looking down. At me. Then he starts moving us slowly, side to side, as if we’re dancing. Though I hate dancing, I’m weirdly okay with this—and not because it would make our act believable if Auntie Lisa or someone else happened to see us.


  When Taylor tips his head down, my heart starts beating quickly, and I gaze into his eyes, transfixed. He really has such beautiful dark eyes, with faint creases at the corners because they can’t help but involve themselves whenever he smiles. Like right now. And the way he’s looking at me…it’s as if I’m the one putting that smile on his face.


  I can’t help but kiss him.


  I feel him smile broadly against my lips, and then he’s kissing me back. Gentle and slow, but building in intensity. His mouth is warm compared to the cold around us. My body liquefies, and he holds me close so I don’t collapse on the ground.


  No, I’m staying right here with him.


  My eyes drift shut, and I focus on nothing but Taylor and his clever month, his kiss becoming needier. The movements of his lips quicken, and his tongue grazes mine. I shiver again—but not because I’m cold. I’m pure heat, and I just want to stay here forever. Fuck my job and rent; I want to move permanently into this moment.


  A man stumbles against us, pushing me and Taylor apart.


  The spell is broken.


  I’m now acutely aware of the fact that there are lots of other people standing in the darkness. The lights around us…they’re too bright. And the air…it’s too chilly.


  “Let’s get you inside,” Taylor says.


  I haven’t been to this part of the city in a long time, but he knows where to find a coffee shop. We both get apple cider, then take a seat as far from the door as possible. We move our chairs so we’re both against the wall, and he takes off his jacket and hat. I admire his side profile—including his lips, which I just kissed—and hair. It’s tied up and trailing down his back.


  Apparently, I have a thing for long hair on men. I didn’t know that about myself before. Or maybe it’s not men in general, but just Taylor.


  That’s a slightly disturbing thought, but I do my best to ignore it.


  “You feeling warmer?” he asks.


  I nod then have a sip of cider. Somehow, it’s tastier than any hot apple cider I’ve had before. Probably just because I haven’t had it in a long time.


  Twenty minutes later, when the coffee shop is about to close, Taylor asks if I’m warm enough to see the rest of the lights, and I say yes. I don’t want him to miss seeing anything.


  We hold hands again, but it’s different now; I’m holding the hand of a man I kissed. What does this mean? Is my subconscious just particularly keen to make this relationship look as realistic as possible?


  I decide to push such thoughts aside and enjoy tonight.


  When we pass under a long archway strung with green lights, a few larger pink bulbs here and there—are they meant to look like roses?—Taylor stops and looks down at me with a question in his eyes.


  I nod.


  He kisses me.


  Just a quick kiss, a kiss that leaves me wanting more. And from the mischievous smile playing on his lips, he knows it.


  I can’t help glaring at him, and he laughs.


  There are many more interesting things to see, many more interesting things to watch Taylor discover. We keep holding hands, and every now and then, one of us pulls the other in for a kiss.


  This sort of thing works much better when there’s no big height difference to navigate.


  He leads me away from the installations and the crowd, and he kisses me even more thoroughly than before. He presses me up against a brick building, one hand braced on the wall, the other grabbing my ass beneath my jacket. When I let out a squeak of surprise, he pulls away, but I pull him right back.


  This kiss is hornier, for lack of a better word, than the others. The first time, amongst all the lights, it seemed almost romantic, but this kiss doesn’t feel like that. Although it’s been less than an hour since our first kiss, I’m already looking forward to cataloguing all the different ways he can kiss me.


  He shifts one of his legs between mine, and the pressure is very welcome. One of my hands scrambles under his jacket, then under his shirt, desperate to touch warm skin; I release a shuddering exhale as I find it. I squirm against his leg, and when I shift my position just a little, I feel his erection.


  A month ago, making Taylor hot for me wasn’t something I desired, but that’s changed. I growl in frustration because neither of us lives in the building that we’re leaning against. When I roll my hips, he hisses. I am the focus of his attention, and I feel honored…and at the same time, my head fills with filthy thoughts of him kneeling in front of me.


  After all, I now have some idea of what he can do with his mouth.


  At last, he pulls away and looks at me with unfocused eyes. I moan in protest, but I can’t blame him. If we kept going, we’d probably do something that would lead to frostbite on my ass. (Can you get frostbite on your ass? Would it be weird if I googled that later?)


  “We should, uh, keep walking,” he says.


  It takes a lot of effort to peel myself away from that wall, but at last, I do, and I hold his hand as we walk through the rest of the Distillery District. We pass a few more interesting installations, including one of Arctic animals.


  We’re standing on the cobblestones when someone says, “Hey! Taylor!”


  It’s a friend of his from badminton, and when Taylor introduces me as his girlfriend, even though he doesn’t have to say that in front of his friends and family, I feel stupidly pleased.


  After a brief conversation, Taylor says we have to get going.


  “I didn’t want you to freeze,” he says as we head away from the lights. “Where do you want to go for dinner? There’s a ramen place not too far from here, if you’re interested.”


  Ramen sounds good to me.


  We don’t kiss again after we leave the Distillery District, but we still hold hands, and there are more casual touches than there would otherwise be.


  And I don’t think it’s just part of our act.


  I can feel myself smiling more over dinner than I normally would, savoring the broth even more than usual. I’m unbothered by the fact that the tables are tightly packed and the stools aren’t the most comfortable, even though such things often annoy me.


  We get on the subway and head north together, but he has to transfer at Bloor-Yonge. One reckless part of me nearly asks him to come back to my place, but instead, I give him a peck on the lips. He smiles at me more warmly than I’ve ever seen him smile at anything else, although that might just be my imagination.


  When the bus takes longer to arrive than it should, it doesn’t bother me much, either. I spend the time making an Instagram post, though I leave out the best pictures—the ones I took of Taylor admiring the lights. Selfishly, I want those just for me.


  At home, I change into my pajamas, and before I close my eyes, I flip through the photos once more. I wonder if I could have a real relationship again…if it was with someone like Taylor.


  It’s the first time I’ve considered such a thing in a long, long time.


  Chapter 12


  That night, I dream about kissing Taylor against a brick wall, but rather than being surrounded by the wintery city, we’re surrounded by a Martian landscape with a single six-foot-tall toadstool.


  Not that I give two shits about the landscape—or the fact that little green men in a spaceship are approaching—because Taylor is stripping off my clothes and getting down on his knees in front of me and…


  I wake up cursing. I have to pee really, really badly.


  I use the washroom and head back to bed. It’s six thirty, which is an awkward time. Not long before I usually wake up during the week, but I rarely get out of bed until eight on the weekends. I hope I’ll be able to sleep for another hour or two, but I’m not counting on it.


  When I turn onto my stomach and squirm against the bed, I decide I need to take care of my little problem. I reach into my night table and pull out my dildo, which I rarely use, but it’s what I want today.


  I close my eyes and return to where the dream ended, though I save time by imagining we’re both already naked. (I also remove the Martian landscape because it’s just bizarre.) Taylor is on his knees, running the tip of his tongue over my entrance as I arch against the brick wall. I trail the head of the dildo through my folds, imagining it’s him instead. Slipping his tongue inside me.


  I may release the tiniest of moans.


  And then I’m no longer against the brick wall but lying down on a mattress that’s conveniently right there. He’s braced on top of me, notching his cock between my legs.


  I take the full length of the dildo inside me and groan. I thrust it a few times, eyes closed, imagining he’s thrusting again and again. I can hear how ridiculously wet I am as I move the toy. When I sit up, the dildo shifts, burying itself a little deeper. Oh, fuck. I sit so my heel presses against my clit through my underwear, and I rock against it, moving the dildo inside me and as I enjoy the friction against my clit.


  He’s kissing my neck as he fucks me. I slip one of his fingers inside my mouth, rolling my tongue around it, showing him what I’ll do to his cock next time, and he smiles. Then his finger moves between my thighs, brushing my clit just the way I like it.


  I stiffen as I come.


  “Taylor,” I whisper.


  I slump forward on my bed and take a few slow, deep breaths before I clean everything up and start my coffee. Sleep isn’t going to happen, I know it.


  I feel a bit strange after that much-needed orgasm. Not because there’s anything wrong with getting myself off, but Taylor has been in all my sexual fantasies lately, and he’s my friend. We kissed last night, but what does he want?


  I have no idea.


  And what does it mean for me? Last night, I was in this weird, dreamlike state, and I started thinking a relationship was a possibility, but in the light of morning, my mind a little clearer in the aftermath of that orgasm, I assume last night happened just because I was horny and haven’t had sex in nearly a year.


  Yeah, that’s more likely. I shouldn’t think it means anything more than that.


  Some foolish part of me protests, but it’s full of nonsense. I’m just a little sexually frustrated, and romance is not something I need.


  It’s safest this way. No videos of someone dumping me in a restaurant can go viral if I avoid romance. Though the odds of that happening again are slim, knowing my luck, they’re not zero—and even if it hadn’t been filmed, I still would have felt terrible.


  Relationships can lead to all sorts of horrible situations. As I sip my coffee, I remind myself of stories I’ve heard about from acquaintances and friends over the years.


  “But Taylor wouldn’t be like that, right?” I say to Lucifer, who seems even more unimpressed with me than usual. “Sorry. I shouldn’t bother you with my human troubles.”


  Anyway, Taylor probably doesn’t want something more with me, the cool person talking to her goldfish. He, too, could be having a sexual dry spell and kissed me simply because of that. And if I mention my strange feelings to him, it might mess up our long-time friendship.


  Still, I can’t help my disappointment that he hasn’t texted me since I got home yesterday, and as I go about my day, I check my phone more than usual, just to make sure I don’t miss any messages.


  I know, I know, it’s pathetic. I’m acting like a lovesick fool, even though I’m not in love.


  And I can’t tell my other friends about this situation because they think my relationship with Taylor is real. (At least, I hope they do. Esther seemed a touch skeptical, though she hasn’t said anything more.) They aren’t pitying me now, but not being able to tell the truth is awkward.


  Having a fake boyfriend wasn’t supposed to be this complicated.
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  By Tuesday evening, I still haven’t heard from Taylor. I’m trying not to obsess about it and failing miserably.


  When he’s not pretending to be my boyfriend, we frequently go several weeks without communicating. But since the start of our fake relationship, we’ve been in contact almost every day, even if it’s just him sending me a photo of a pink heart-shaped cake and me telling him to fuck off.


  I consider texting him just to make sure everything’s okay, then tell myself I’m being foolish. Still, I keep worrying that he regrets the kissing and nothing will ever be the same between us again.


  On Wednesday, I get a text at dinnertime, but it’s only Shirley, asking what we should get Dad for his birthday.


  Afterward, I look at the pictures of Taylor smiling in wonder at the lights.


  On Thursday, I have a shitty day at work. I measure something incorrectly and have to redo it—I never make mistakes like that—and Kellie doesn’t get my hints that I want to be left alone at lunch. The rush-hour traffic is particularly nightmarish, too.


  When I arrive home, it’s almost an hour later than usual, and instant noodles are all I’m prepared to make for dinner. I’ve just poured boiling water over the noodles when I finally get a text from Taylor.


  Hey, how are you doing?


  Not great, I reply.


  Hmm. Maybe I shouldn’t have been honest about that.


  What happened? he asks.


  Oh, just a crappy day at work. 


  Want me to come over? I’ll get you something that will cheer you up.


  My mind immediately goes to a bunch of dirty places, and my heart thumps in excitement. Disturbing.


  Sure, I reply. But you don’t live all that close. If it’s a hassle, don’t bother.


  He assures me it’s not and says he’ll be here in an hour.


  I can’t help wondering whether he plans to kiss me tonight.


  Chapter 13


  When I open the door for Taylor, I’m wearing yoga pants and a hoodie. I considered putting on something more revealing but told myself no. It’s just one friend hanging out with another at home. No need to dress up.


  Taylor isn’t dressed up, either: just jeans and a sweatshirt from his university. His hair is tied back, but some strands have come loose, and I want to tuck them behind his ear.


  Instead, I take the small box from his hands so he can remove his boots. There’s a sticker holding the box closed, with a logo for a bakery that I don’t recognize.


  “Go ahead, open it up,” he says once he steps inside.


  “I, uh, yeah.” I feel a bit awkward around him now. You know, because last time we saw each other, we kissed, and he’s been starring in my fantasies lately.


  I take the box to the kitchen counter and open the lid.


  “Oh my fucking God. You didn’t.” I give Taylor a light smack on the shoulder.


  He just smiles and shrugs, looking innocent, as if he didn’t buy me a damn heart-shaped chocolate cake.


  It’s a small cake, the perfect size for two people. There’s light brown chocolate buttercream on the sides and dark chocolate on the top, elegantly dripping downward. It’s decorated with tiny pink and white hearts.


  “You didn’t,” I say.


  “I sure did. I heard about this place and figured I’d give it a try. The heart-shaped cakes are a special right now because Valentine’s Day is coming up. When I saw them, I thought of you.”


  My heart definitely does not melt to mush at those words. After all, he was just thinking of annoying me.


  “It’s supposed to be rich and delicious,” he says, “but if you don’t want it, I’ll eat it all myself.” He smirks.


  “Oh, fuck you,” I say.


  I cut the cake in two and hand him the plate with the larger piece. Then I lead him to the couch, and as soon as I sit down, I take a bite of my cake. It’s absolutely amazing, and I close my eyes to savor it.


  When I open them, Taylor is giving me an odd look.


  “Want to tell me about your shitty day at work?” he asks.


  “I made a mistake and started feeling like a failure again.”


  “You’re not a failure.”


  His earnestness is so damn sweet. Ugh.


  “Sometimes I regret quitting my PhD program,” I say.


  “But it was the right decision for you, wasn’t it?”


  “Yeah. My supervisor was a nightmare. The project had appealed to me, though, and I’d talked to a couple of his students before I applied. I guess my error was in only talking to the white guys, who had a rather different experience from me.”


  “Shit. I’m sorry.”


  I shove a bite of cake in my mouth. “He was way more cruel to me than anyone else. And yes, I could have tried something different after I quit, but I also decided that being a prof wouldn’t suit me, even if I did manage to find a job. You can’t just decide, ‘oh, I want to stay in Toronto,’ and get a tenure-track position here without a problem, plus, I didn’t want to spend so much time answering emails and writing grant proposals. I had a bunch of reasons, and it was the best choice, but I still feel weird about it sometimes. I don’t like being a quitter.”


  I’m the child of immigrants. I was supposed to take the advantages I was given and go far in life. My parents never told me I was a disappointment, but that doesn’t mean I don’t feel like it at times. I know they would have loved bragging about me being a professor.


  “Sometimes quitting is the bravest thing you can do,” Taylor says.


  I shrug and eat some more of my cake.


  “I mean it.”


  “I know.” It’s just awkward to hear him say it to me in that earnest voice.


  For a minute, we eat our dessert in companionable silence. Me and my fake boyfriend, aka the guy who brought chocolate cake to my door. When he reaches up to swipe some buttercream off his lip, my gaze zeroes in on his mouth.


  I need to think about something else.


  “The heart shape makes no sense,” I say. This has no relevance to what we were just talking about, but Taylor doesn’t question me. “It doesn’t look like a human heart at all. I wonder how someone came up with it.”


  “No idea. But would you want a cake shaped like an actual human heart?”


  “Yes! Yes, I would.”


  “You might be the only one.”


  In annoyance, I set down my cake and kiss him. That’ll shut him up.


  Then I realize what the hell I’m doing. I start to pull back, but when he wraps his arms around me, I keep my mouth on his. He tastes of chocolate and everything sweet. I slip my hand into his hair, as I’ve been longing to do, and pull just a little; he makes an odd sound, but I’m quite sure it’s one of pleasure.


  He puts his cake on the coffee table before dragging me onto his lap. This is the great thing about being indoors, on a couch: I can do things I couldn’t do last weekend.


  One part of me is relieved. He must not have thought our make-out sessions were a mistake if he’s enthusiastically participating now. But another part of me is wondering what’s going on.


  And most of me is just happy to touch him and kiss him again.


  His hands slip under my hoodie and T-shirt, and I never knew that someone stroking my side could be so arousing, but it is. I gasp.


  Next, I slide my hands under his clothes, up his bare back.


  That also makes me gasp.


  I kiss him hungrily, as though he’s even better tasting than the finest chocolate cake and I want to devour him. I squirm in his lap, press myself against him, and his inarticulate sounds make me feel powerful.


  Then he pulls away with a muttered curse and reaches for his cake. “Perhaps you should take some time to figure out…what you want.”


  I’m about to protest, but maybe his words are an excuse. Maybe he wants time to think about it, but he finds it easier to frame it this way.


  And to be fair, I should think more about it, too.


  “Uh, okay,” I say.


  “I can’t see you this weekend,” he says, and I feel far more disappointed than I should. He’s spent lots of time with me lately, and he has many other friends; he should get the chance to hang out with them. “The weekend after that, a friend offered me his cabin, if you’re interested.”


  A whole weekend with Taylor.


  “Will we share a bed?” The question pops out of my mouth before I can stop it.


  “If that’s what you want,” he says. Seriously, intently, but there’s something wild in his eyes that makes it hard for me to breathe.


  “Right, okay, I’ll think about it!” I say casually. Breezily.


  Well, probably not, but that’s my intention.


  He nods, and we each go back to eating our slices of cake, an odd silence between us.
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  Over the next two nights, my sex dreams reach a critical level. I wake up sweating on Saturday morning, even though the heat in my apartment isn’t up that high. Touching myself takes the edge off, but it doesn’t last.


  And that’s when I decide we have to fuck so I can return to my normal self.


  I feel like fake dating, combined with my dry spell, has played a trick on my brain, making me consumed with lust for Taylor and also—briefly, foolishly—convincing me that romance was possible.


  But if we sleep together, it’ll fix everything, won’t it?


  I cling to that hope, telling myself it’s the smart thing to do; this will ensure our friendship remains intact. One sex-filled weekend alone in a cabin…that should get it out of my system. Afterward, surely my misguided romantic thoughts will disappear.


  My breath unsteady, I send Taylor a text, telling him that I want to go to the cabin and share a bed.


  He responds with a smiley face.


  Since he’s busy, I spend Friday and Saturday evening alone in my apartment. Some people might not like spending that much time alone, but I don’t mind. I don’t have to deal with traffic and late buses and crappy weather. Nope, it’s just me and my “fuck off” mug—it literally says “fuck off” in big letters—of hot chocolate with mini marshmallows.


  Yes, I like hot chocolate with marshmallows. I’ve never told anyone this embarrassing fact because it seems childish and saccharine.


  But the mug makes it slightly better.


  Hot chocolate in hand, I watch a heist movie that has me swearing at the TV. I like heist movies, particularly the intricate plans to pull off the robbery, but this movie just contains a ridiculous amount of double-crossing.


  Saturday night, I have no sex dreams. Instead, I dream of Taylor and I trying to steal emeralds from an ice cream shop. (It’s a dream, okay? It doesn’t have to make sense.) Then he double crosses me.


  I wake up pissed by his betrayal, and after a little coffee and a load of laundry, I meet my family for dim sum at a restaurant in Markham.


  “Where’s Taylor?” Mom asks as she pours my tea.


  “I told you. He’s seeing his dad.”


  I didn’t tell Taylor that my mom had invited him for dim sum because he said he was busy this weekend. Besides, I didn’t want him to come anyway. I was paranoid that my family would notice my lust-addled state when I looked at him, and who knows what they would have said. So, I lied, which I’ve been doing a lot these days.


  “Aiyah! You could have invited his father.”


  I choke on my tea. “Are you fucking kidding me?”


  She narrows her eyes.


  “Taylor and I have been together for less than two months.” I set down my teacup. “It’s far too early for our parents to meet.”


  “What about his mother?”


  “They’re divorced and he doesn’t talk to her much.” I’m not going to share any further details.


  Fortunately, Mom doesn’t ask. She seems more preoccupied with other things. “When can we meet his father? Once you’ve been together for three months?”


  “At the wedding,” I say sarcastically, then realize my error.


  Shirley laughs at my stupidity.


  “Have you already talked about getting married?” Mom gasps. “Is he thinking of proposing? Is he—”


  “Mom!” I say, a little too loudly. “I was joking.”


  “So we can’t meet his dad at the wedding, but we can meet him earlier?”


  “That’s not what I meant.”


  “Then what did you mean?”


  I throw up my hands. “Fine. You can meet him at the wedding.” Saying that word nearly makes me shiver, which is good. It’s more normal than some of the other reactions I’ve had lately, like thinking a real relationship might not be a terrible idea after all. “But don’t expect the wedding anytime soon. I would never get engaged to someone I’d been seeing for less than a year.”


  “But it’s different with Taylor because you’ve known him since high school.”


  Yes, it’s different with him.


  I don’t say that silly thought out loud; instead, I glare at my mother, but she’s annoyingly unbothered by the glare. She just calmly looks at the menu and picks up the pencil, ordering the same things we always get. We’ve been here many times, and we know what we like. Why mess with a good thing?


  As she places our order, I think about the fact that I voluntarily set myself up for this situation. If I hadn’t gotten a fake boyfriend, we wouldn’t be talking about weddings. No, we’d be having different conversations and my mom might shoot me looks of pity.


  I suppose this is better, but only a little.


  “Bring Taylor next time,” Shirley says to me. “By the way, remember my friend Skylar from high school?”


  I nod. Skylar was over at our house quite a bit.


  “Her brother’s friends with Taylor. Quentin was in your year, I think.”


  “Yeah, but I didn’t know him well.” Taylor, however, had many friends; he was one of the rare people who seemed to transcend cliques in high school.


  “I saw him the other day and mentioned you were dating Taylor. He seemed surprised.”


  I try not to stiffen at my sister’s words. Is she suspicious about my so-called relationship? Did Taylor recently tell Quentin that he’s single—is that why? When we ran into his friend from badminton, Taylor introduced me as his girlfriend, but that doesn’t mean he’s lying to everyone.


  “Why’s that?” I ask, trying to sound cool as a cucumber.


  Shirley shrugs. “I don’t know. Couldn’t figure it out.”


  I slowly release a breath. My lie is safe…for now.


  “Anyway,” she says, “could you give me Taylor’s number? I wanted to send him an article.”


  Apparently, it’s related to something they talked about at New Year’s, when I was in the kitchen with my mother. I figure Taylor won’t mind, so I tell her, then give him a heads-up that he might hear from my sister.


  I can’t help feeling pleased that he seems to be popular with my family, but then I chide myself. He’s not actually my boyfriend, and my family will probably never see him again…and what if Shirley figures out the truth? I don’t think she’d tell our parents—unless she accidentally lets it slip—but I still don’t relish the thought of explaining myself to anyone. It makes me vaguely nauseous, and I feel like everything is spinning out of control.


  Maybe a fake boyfriend was a step too far.
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  On Wednesday, I decide that getting a fake boyfriend was a stroke of genius.


  Because he’s sent me a chocolate bar in the mail, and it’s fucking adorable.


  I always check my mail when I enter my apartment building after work, even though I rarely get anything worthwhile, but on Wednesday, there’s a small package. I open it up in the elevator and grin when I see a gourmet chocolate bar from a fancy Toronto chocolatier.


  I text Taylor to thank him as soon as I’m inside my door, before I’ve even stripped off my winter clothes.


  I wonder if this is the sort of thing he does for his real girlfriends.


  I’m about to open the chocolate bar and try a square when I realize I should take a picture of it. An Instagram story as “proof” of our relationship. After all, that might be part of the reason he sent me chocolate: so I could have something to post.


  I don’t like the idea. I want to believe he did it just for my enjoyment.


  Hmph.


  Now that I think about it, I didn’t take any pictures when he came over last Thursday. No pictures of that delicious heart-shaped cake, no awkward selfies of us on the couch. In fact, I haven’t posted any relationship content, for lack of a better term, for a while.


  Yeah, better post something real quick.


  I cringe as I do it, but thankfully, I have some dark chocolate (75% cacao) to wash down that feeling. The package has an artsy watercolor, plus tasting notes and a few words about the part of Peru where the cocoa beans grow. I take a small bite and although I don’t get all the things mentioned in the tasting notes, it’s really good.


  This chocolate isn’t the kind you eat all at once but savor one square at a time, so after that first square, I put it away, telling myself I can have one more after dinner. Then I check my texts.


  How is it? Taylor asks.


  How do you know I’ve tried it already?


  I know you.


  That causes a burst of gooeyness in my chest.


  Gross.


  Well, we’ll go away on Friday—he’s going to pick me up in his dad’s mini-SUV, which is better suited to driving up north than my small sedan—and with a little sex, I’m sure I’ll get these feelings out of my system.


  “Why are you looking at me like that?” I ask Lucifer. “This will solve everything. I’m positive.”


  Chapter 14


  “Your friend who owns the cabin—does he know I’m coming with you?” I ask in the car.


  “Yep,” Taylor says, not taking his eyes off the road. “He knows I’m bringing my girlfriend for a romantic weekend. He told me to invite you, actually.”


  What, exactly, has Taylor been telling his other friends about me? Why was Quentin surprised by our relationship?


  I’m afraid to ask.


  We stopped after an hour and a half to eat dinner—just something quick at Tim Hortons—and now, we should be getting close. My heart rate speeds up in anticipation.


  We haven’t talked about it, but we know what will happen once we get there.


  When Taylor briefly removes one hand from the steering wheel to caress my thigh, his pinky sliding up the inside of my leg, I hiss out a breath.


  What do you bring on a weekend winter getaway with your friend-slash-fake-boyfriend whom you’re going to fuck? That was the question I tortured myself with last night. I figured warm-but-effortlessly-sexy was the way to go.


  And then I realized I had no idea what the fuck that meant.


  Who knows what actually ended up in my suitcase. By the time I finished packing, I’d put stuff in and taken stuff out countless times, and it was one thirty in the morning. I usually don’t struggle with packing, but I’ve never been in a situation like this before.


  As we get closer, I feel like I’m heading toward impending doom, even though every inch of my body is excited by the presence of the man next to me.


  I know, I know. It doesn’t make sense.


  What doom awaits me? A hungry bear who didn’t get the memo on hibernation?


  Speaking of hibernation, I wish humans hibernated. That way, we could avoid being conscious in the coldest months of the year. I imagine Taylor and I snuggled up in a bear den together. Then I stretch my imagination further and picture us both as bears…


  “You awake?” Taylor asks. “We’re just about there.”


  “Uh, yeah,” I murmur, deciding it’s better not to tell him what I’m thinking about.


  He turns onto an even smaller road, and sure enough, it’s not long before we pull up to a cabin in the woods. When he turns off the engine, my heart is beating even faster than before, which is quite a feat.


  We take our suitcases and food out of the trunk and head inside. The space is only marginally bigger than my apartment, though there are two bedrooms rather than one. It’s…cozy. That’s the best word for it. Like, you better fucking like whoever you’re here with because you’re not getting very far away from them.


  Okay, it’s not that small, but I’m used to having my own space.


  There’s a kitchen area in one corner, a table, an old washer and dryer, and a fireplace. I’m particularly interested in that fireplace because it’s not all that warm in here, and the fact that I’m fucking cold is currently overwhelming any thoughts of taking off my clothes.


  Fortunately, Taylor turns up the thermostat, then removes his winter coat and begins making a fire, while I sit on the couch and bundle myself in a blanket. He also starts the electric kettle, and a few minutes later, he places a mug of hot chocolate with marshmallows on the small table next to me.


  I am simultaneously appalled and thrilled.


  “Once, when you were drunk,” he says, “you asked if you could tell me a secret. When I said sure, you confessed that you like hot chocolate with lots of mini marshmallows. You emphasized lots.”


  “When the hell was this?”


  “The night after the video went viral. I expected a secret about Charlie, but you talked about marshmallows instead.” He adds another log to the fire. “It was cute and unexpected.”


  “Did you just call me cute?”


  “Why are you so outraged?”


  “I’m not cute.”


  “Would you prefer being told you look like an assassin?”


  “Obviously,” I say.


  “Would you prefer if I drank all the hot chocolate?”


  “Oh, fuck you.”


  Taylor just laughs again.


  I take a sip of my hot chocolate. The truth is, I’m touched he remembered this. I shouldn’t be, but I am. And not only did he remember, but he brought the hot chocolate mix and marshmallows to the cabin for me.


  “Helen, I…” His expression is more sober now, and for some reason, it calls to mind that night, almost a year ago, when he gently tucked me in.


  No, I probably imagined that. As the whole marshmallow situation proves, my memory of that night is particularly poor.


  “Never mind,” he says.


  I’m relieved he didn’t finish that sentence.


  Why? What did I think he was going to say?


  Luckily, I don’t have much time to dwell on it. After turning out the overhead lights, Taylor joins me on the couch with his own mug, which contains chamomile tea. (Disgusting.) As we sip our drinks and look at the crackling fire, I can’t help being very aware of how close he is…and he’s no longer operating a moving vehicle that needs his full attention.


  He slips his arm around me, careful not to disturb the blanket. His hand seeks out my lower back, and even though he’s exposing a small slice of my skin to the cool air, I don’t mind.


  When I turn to look at him in profile, I make a strange sound.


  “Is something wrong?” he asks, concerned.


  “No, no,” I rush to say.


  You’re just so beautiful.


  Honestly, it’s almost painful to look at him, like I’m looking at the sun. His face is mostly in the shadows, but the flickering light of the fire highlights his features.


  I’m afraid I’m going to say something stupid, so instead, I set down my mostly finished hot chocolate and kiss him. It’s a little different from the kisses we’ve shared before. Deep and slow and sensual. I push him down so he’s lying on his back, and I straddle him, the blanket wrapped around us.


  I kiss him like I need this more than anything, like if I don’t kiss him, I’ll fall off the face of the earth or become a bear. And as much as I’d like to hibernate, I’d prefer to remain a human, thank you very much.


  As I press my body against his and slip my hands under his shirt, I can feel the warmth seeping into my body. The fire, the blanket, the hot chocolate in my stomach…and most importantly, the man beneath me. Yes, this is certainly cozy.


  But his big sweater is getting in the way of what I want.


  I sit up and grasp the hem of it. He nods, barely perceptible in the darkness that shrouds us, and then I whip the sweater off and throw it on the floor, followed by his T-shirt.


  Now, I can see shadows on the planes of his bare chest, and I can touch to my heart’s content. When I slide my hand up his chest and remove his hair from its elastic, he groans. He presses an open-mouthed kiss to my neck, and there’s something about the slowness of the kiss, like he’s moving through molasses, that makes it even dirtier.


  Especially when he follows it up with a gentle bite.


  I arch my back and press my hips against his, shifting until his erection is right…there. I rock against him, and he covers his face with one hand.


  “Helen, Helen,” he murmurs. He’s never said my name quite like that before, and I’m honored to hear it fall from his lips.


  I’m not just a random woman. I’m me. The woman who likes hot chocolate with marshmallows, but curses if you tell her that.


  “Can I undress you?” he asks. “Or will you be too cold?”


  In response, I remove my sweater and place his hands on the buttons of my white shirt. He unbuttons them slowly, reverently, never taking his eyes off me.


  I’m not wearing a pretty, lacy bra. It’s plain gray, but it makes my boobs look nice, and Taylor seems to approve. He runs his finger over the edge of one cup, then the other, and I try not to seem too impatient that he isn’t going faster, but it’s been a long, long time for me.


  He unhooks the bra, tosses it aside, and sits up to fasten his lips to my nipple. I release a little shriek of surprise that turns into a guttural groan. His hand caresses and squeezes my other breast, and it feels so good to be touched intimately like this, by someone who seems to know exactly what he’s doing.


  He flips us around so that I’m lying on my back and he’s above me, the blanket draped over him like a cape. He holds himself up on one arm and puts his other hand on the placket of my jeans. When I nod, he opens the button then slides down the zipper.


  I feel like I’m on the precipice of something very, very important.


  His hand slips inside my underwear. I’m already wet, but I can feel my body getting even slicker as he approaches where I need him most. He presses the heel of his hand against my clit, and I release a little squeak. He hums in approval then continues his descent, his fingers sliding through my folds.


  “Oh fuck,” he says, in a tone I’ve never heard from him before.


  I squirm against him, wanting more, more, more, and he eventually obliges, though the seconds before he slides a finger inside me feel like forever. I squeeze my eyes shut, barely able to stand how good it feels. He’s not even moving; he’s just holding his finger there.


  “You like that?” he asks.


  I nod jerkily.


  He thrusts his finger in and out of me at a leisurely pace, his gaze focused on mine. “How can I make you come?”


  “I’ll come like this…eventually.” Actually, maybe sooner than that. “But it’ll be faster if you go down on me.”


  Toys and fingers just aren’t the same, and I miss it.


  “I’ve got all the time in the world.” He flashes an infuriating smile, and that forces me to kiss him again so I can wipe that look off his face.


  While our mouths are fused together, he removes his hand. I moan at the loss, but then he shimmies my jeans down to my ankles and his finger is inside me again.


  Two fingers, in fact.


  It’s very quiet. No traffic, no noise from the unit next door or above me. It makes me aware of how wet I am—because I can hear it so clearly.


  Fuck, I need to touch him, too. In a rush, I unbuckle his belt, undo his pants, and slip my hand inside his boxers so I can feel the hard, hot length of him.


  I clench around his fingers when I do. I can’t help it.


  I slide my hand lower, cupping his balls, then touch the tip of his cock. There’s a bead of precum on my finger now.


  He pulls my hand out of his pants. “You have to stop. I don’t want to…not yet.” He drops his head to kiss me again, his black hair making a curtain around us, and slides a third finger inside me.


  I accidentally bite his lip, but he doesn’t seem to mind. He keeps slowly kissing me and pleasuring me with his hand, and I’m spiraling upward, but not fast enough. I moan in frustration.


  And that’s when he shifts down my body so his head is between my legs.


  I’m glad it’s dark. It sounds weird to put it into words, but I’m a bit self-conscious about how I look…down there, although I’ve always liked receiving oral sex. But my labia aren’t terribly symmetrical, and while certain articles I’ve found on Google claim this is normal, I’m still a bit insecure. So it’s nice that Taylor can’t see very well right now, can only touch me.


  When the tip of his tongue meets my clit, my whole body jerks. He runs his tongue over my entrance before sliding two fingers inside me again, and this time when he licks my clit, I’m practically sobbing. I feel unhinged. My hands cup his face before sinking into his hair, and I buck against him because I just can’t help it. He moves his fingers quickly and roughly inside me, and it’s painfully good.


  I want to come with him, for him, over and over. I barely know what I’m doing, what I’m saying, as I writhe against him, chasing my release.


  Then it’s here, consuming me, making everything contract and then expand.


  He lifts his head and smiles a slow, devastating smile that I can feel in my chest. I smile back at him. I was chilly when we got here, but now, I feel like I’m enveloped in warmth.


  “Shall we move to the floor?” Taylor asks. “More room. We’ll put down the blanket.”


  I nod in agreement and shed the rest of my clothes as he spreads the blanket out on the floor. He, too, removes the remainder of his clothes before getting onto the blanket with me.


  I can’t help wanting a taste of him. I kneel between his legs, and he leans back as I take the head of his cock into my mouth, then quickly release it and lick down the shaft.


  The way he’s gripping the blanket in his fist practically does me in. If I could come without being touched—unlikely, but if I could—it would be from touching Taylor. From his response to me.


  “Do you have a condom in your pocket?” I ask. I have condoms, but they’re in my bag, and sure, it’s only a few meters away, but that seems very far right now.


  He reaches into his discarded pants and removes a condom. Then he opens up the package and rolls it on, and my anticipation ratchets up to an almost painful degree.


  I lie down on my back, and he kneels between my legs, giving his sheathed cock a few strokes. God, it’s hot to see him touch himself, but I think I’ll combust if he’s not inside me in two seconds.


  Thankfully, he doesn’t make me wait any longer. He positions himself between my legs and pushes partially inside. I sit up a little because I love the visual of it. His cock disappearing into my body, the dark thatch of hair at the base. I’ve gotten myself off while imagining him sliding into me, but it still wasn’t as good as the real thing.


  “Okay?” he asks.


  I nod and reach out to stroke his arm as he pushes all the way in. He watches my face as he pulls out then thrusts inside again, deeper than before, and my orgasm catches me completely off guard. I never come this fast from penetrative sex, and now I’m a sobbing, writhing wreck on the floor in front of the fire.


  “Did you…?” he asks.


  “Yeah,” I somehow manage to say. “Yeah.”


  I haven’t had sex in a while, but I don’t think it’s my imagination: this—us—is a little different.


  He holds himself still inside me as he bends over and places tender kisses on my nose, my cheeks, the spot on my neck that he bit earlier. My collarbone. The tip of my shoulder. It’s too much; I can barely stand it.


  But I wouldn’t dream of asking him to stop.


  He rolls his hips against mine, gradually picking up his pace, and I can’t think at all. I’m lost, floating, yet very present in my body at the same time. Present in this moment with him. He feels fucking incredible, and he gives me a crooked smile, looking like he’s just so damn delighted to be here with me. When I squeeze his dick with my inner muscles, that smile turns into something more like ecstasy, and I revel in his reactions.


  He presses the length of his chest against mine and starts moving faster, his heavy breath against my ear, grunting as he finishes inside me.


  I feel like I can conquer anything.


  But not right now. Not this very minute. I just want to lie here by the fire with him.


  He rolls onto his side, and I hold him from behind. He laughs, even though we haven’t spoken, even though I’m doing nothing that would tickle him, but I get it. I kinda want to laugh, too, and I like putting him in this giddy, post-sex state.


  Yeah, I want to do that again. I haven’t gotten him out of my system yet.


  But that’s okay. We still have two more days.


  Chapter 15


  Nobody has ever looked so happy to see me.


  That’s what I think when Taylor wakes up on Saturday morning with a silly grin on his face. It causes something strange to happen in my chest, rather like in the middle of the night when I woke up and he was snoring softly. Some people’s snores set me on edge, but his were…cute?


  Anyway, I’m sure this thing going on in my body is just because it’s nice to get out of the city for a weekend and have lots of sex. We did it twice last night, the second time in the bed, and finally fell asleep close to midnight.


  And this morning, we do it again.


  Afterward, we lie naked in bed, and he snuggles me. I don’t think too much of it. We’re not dating for real, but it’s natural to touch the person you’re sleeping with like this, right? And it’s only practical to snuggle together under the blankets and share body heat when it’s so cold outside.


  It’s after ten o’clock by the time we finally get up. We have cereal and some very classy instant coffee for breakfast. Taylor is just wearing boxers and a white T-shirt, a look I’ve always rather liked on a guy.


  Me, on the other hand? I’m wearing my comfiest jeans, plus a big sweater. I don’t know how he’s warm enough in so little clothing. And I’m the one with a bit more fat on my bones!


  High school Taylor might have been considered scrawny. He has filled out a little since then, but he’s still thin and his shoulders are on the narrow side. He’s compact, his strength—and joy—concentrated.


  As he takes our empty bowls to the sink, I can’t help admiring him. How does he just look like sunshine?


  He returns to the table and sips his coffee. “What do you want to do today?”


  “Other than fuck?”


  He almost spits out his drink. “Yeah, other than fuck.”


  It amuses me to hear him say that.


  “Well, I think we should do a lot of fucking,” I say mildly. I figure the more sex we have, the better the chance I’ll get him out of my system. It’s only sensible. “And drink hot chocolate.”


  “I have a whole bag of mini marshmallows.”


  I nearly kiss him again.


  “We should go outside and enjoy the outdoors.” He gestures to the window. It’s sunny, and there’s a fresh dusting of snow on the car. “There are snowshoes. Have you ever gone snowshoeing before?”


  We give it a try after breakfast, after Taylor puts on more clothes (boo). It’s almost painfully bright outside—I should have brought my sunglasses. The trees block a little of the sunlight, but not much, and it reflects off the snow. Above, the sky is clear blue and brilliant, and aside from the wind whispering through the trees and the occasional bird, it’s quiet.


  I get sweaty under my winter jacket, though my extremities are still a bit cold. When we go inside about forty minutes later, I have a shower and he starts the fire.


  The rest of the day passes in a blur of cheap food—instant ramen, sandwiches—and sex.


  I don’t think I’ve ever been so insatiable before, and the way Taylor keeps looking at me, as though he’s just so happy to be in my presence, does something to me. The way he eagerly dedicates himself to giving me orgasms…well, that does something to me, too.


  After dinner, we have sex in front of the fire again, and my body finally tells me, That’s enough for now.


  In the bedroom, Taylor and I change into our pajamas. He has some flannel ones that are unbearably adorable. (Since when did I feel that way about flannel pajamas?) I’m all sexed out, but I find myself reaching for him under the covers, wanting him to hold me. You know, for warmth. It’s only practical.


  Okay, I can’t keep lying to myself. It’s more than that; I have turned into a cuddler, which is highly disturbing.


  Fear creeps under my skin. Maybe I can’t get this out of my system.


  “Have you dated anyone—for real—in a while?” I ask. “I haven’t heard you mention it.”


  This question is a calculated move on my part. Perhaps if I hear him talk about other women, it will douse some of the inconvenient feelings I’m having.


  He’s lying on his side, facing me, and he props his head up on one hand. With the other hand, he absently strokes my hip. “Not in over a year.”


  “That’s a long time for you.” I try to sound light and casual.


  It’s not like Taylor always has tons of women hanging off him, but he’s a genuinely kind person, and he’s quite social, so he meets a lot of people. He’s also good-looking, even if I didn’t appreciate that until recently.


  “I had a bad experience,” he says.


  “What happened?”


  When he hesitates, I say, “You don’t have to tell me if you don’t want to. I just—”


  “I went on a date with a friend of a friend. We met at a party and I was told she was interested in me, so we went out. But…” He lifts his hand from my side and scratches his head. “It was the first time I’d felt like a white woman’s weird fetish. I know tons of Asian women deal with this, but it was a first for me.”


  “Shit, I’m sorry. Tell me who I’ve gotta fight.” I’m only partially joking.


  His brow is furrowed and there’s a shadow in his expression that I’ve never seen before. I don’t like it. Nobody should make him feel this way.


  “She’s only one person, of course,” he says. “I get that. But it made me wonder why being in a relationship has always been important to me.”


  “Well, it’s an urge that a lot of people have.”


  “I’m terrified of being alone. That’s the problem. My mother rejected me, and I guess I’ve always been trying to make up for that. There was a point in university when I was only interested in white women, as if some part of me craved acceptance from someone who looked like the mom who didn’t want me.”


  I smooth my hand over his face. “Taylor, she’s a…” I try to think of an appropriate word to describe his mom and somehow settle on, “fuckface.”


  He chuckles. “Yeah.”


  “Did you go to therapy? Because it sounds like—”


  “Yes. It’s helped.” His voice shakes a little, but his words are clear.


  I’m glad he's had support as he worked through this.


  I continue stroking his cheek. “I always thought you liked being in love. Enjoyed chocolate and hearts and breakfast in bed. Corny shit like that.”


  “You love chocolate.”


  I huff. “Not in the shape of a heart, although I’ve been known to make exceptions.” Then I consider what I’ve said. “When I called you corny, I meant it in a nice way.” Valentine’s Day can seem so performative—that’s why I hate it. But Taylor’s enjoyment of it doesn’t feel that way; I believe he truly likes it.


  “I know, Helen,” he says.


  Something about the way he speaks…it brings up more mushy feelings inside me, which was not the intent of this conversation.


  But we’re talking about him, not me.


  “I still like relationships,” he says, “but I was driven a little too much by not wanting to be alone. There were multiple relationships that should have ended earlier than they did.”


  “Tell me who else I need to fight.” I jab the air with my fist.


  He laughs. “I’m fine now. Don’t worry about it.”


  Sometimes I can be a bit clueless, and I can’t help wondering if there were signs I should have noticed, as his friend. It’s not as if I hung out with his girlfriends a lot, but I met a few of them. He talked about them.


  “So, you haven’t sworn off love,” I say.


  “No, I’m just pickier.”


  “I think that’s healthy. Be picky. You deserve someone great.”


  The corner of his mouth kicks up. “Thanks.”


  Ugh, there are more weird feelings in my chest as I imagine this “someone great” giving him a heart-shaped box of cinnamon hearts, as I imagine how he’d smile at her in response.


  Kind of like how he’s smiling at me now.


  Not that he feels that way about me, of course. He’s just developed an attraction to me.


  “Have you slept with anyone else?” I ask. “Since your last relationship ended, I mean.”


  He shakes his head.


  I’m conflicted. On one hand, I can’t help feeling rather pleased. I’m special! I want to smack myself over the head for that thought.


  On the other hand, maybe that’s why we're in bed together right now. Because, like me, he hasn’t had sex in a long time, and I’m convenient.


  Which is…fine.


  Ugh, I don’t like these stupid feelings.


  Fortunately, Taylor—in his painfully cute flannel pajamas—pins my hands over my head and kisses me, and in just a few seconds, my desire is back. Turns out, I wasn’t sated after all. I take his hand and slip it inside my pajama pants.


  “You know,” I say, “I’ve been having dreams about you.”


  “Yeah?” He slides a finger inside me. “These kinds of dreams?”


  I nod. “Sometimes, you wear bowling shoes and nothing else.”


  What is wrong with me? I appear to have lost control of my mouth. Well, I suppose I can’t be expected to think straight when he’s touching me like this.


  He laughs. “Does that turn you on? Should I put on some bowling shoes?”


  “Did you bring a pair with you?”


  “I would have, if I’d known you were into it.”


  I smack his arm. His finger shifts inside me, and I shudder. “Only in my dreams. Not in real life. You were even wearing bowling shoes in bed, and I didn’t ask you to take them off.”


  “How shocking.”


  “But even when I was awake, I was thinking about doing this.” I pause. “With you.”


  The only sound in the room is that of his finger moving in and out of my moisture, but my words seem to linger in the air.


  He leans down, his lips so close to my own. “And you touched yourself?”


  My skin heats. “Yeah. Do you mind?”


  “What do you think?” he murmurs, then kisses me. “I did the same thing, you know.”


  I imagine him alone in bed or maybe in the shower. Hand on his cock, head tipped back in pleasure.


  I make a strangled sound as I push myself against his hand.


  He pulls back, then removes my pants and underwear.


  “You’re beautiful,” he says, looking directly between my legs.


  I turn my head to face the wall. “Stop it.”


  “What? You’re gorgeous, Helen.”


  I’ve come to adore hearing my name on his lips. But…


  “Not there,” I say.


  He frowns. “Why?”


  “It’s lopsided.” God, this is mortifying. I wish the lights were out. I have stretch marks on my thighs, and my stomach has never been flat, but for some reason, I’m not nearly as self-conscious about those things.


  He’s still frowning. “You don’t like that you’re not quite symmetrical?”


  “Yeah.” I’m embarrassed that I’m insecure about this, but I can’t seem to help it.


  “How many hours do I have to spend going down on you to convince you that you’re perfect?” His voice is so pure and earnest.


  I pick a random number. “Four hundred and ninety.”


  “Better get started then.” He buries his head between my legs, and it’s hard to think about anything but how good it feels.


  Just when I’m about to come, he pulls back.


  “Fuck you,” I mutter.


  “Mmm.” He smiles as he slowly licks the finger that was inside me earlier.


  I can’t deny that I like the contrast of this kind, sunshiny man licking my juices off his finger. This man who told me things he probably doesn’t tell most people.


  I want my mind to stop forming thoughts, and I’m about to pull him down for a kiss when he slips his middle finger inside me. He moves quickly, furiously, and yeah, that does a good job of making my brain short-circuit. When he slides down my body and licks my clit, his eyes never leaving mine, I shatter.


  Aftershocks are still rolling through my body when he turns me onto my stomach, puts on a condom, and pushes inside me.


  Oh my God.


  He starts moving within me, and I’m sobbing, shaking, barely able to stand it, but definitely not interested in telling him to stop or slow down.


  “You make me feel so good.” He bends over and presses a kiss to my neck, and in that moment, it feels like my body must be perfect, as he says, if it can bring him such pleasure.


  He pulls out and I make a sound of protest, but then he rolls me onto my back and slides inside me again. He fucks me with deep, deep strokes, and I can’t help propping myself up on my elbows so I can get a better view. My arms are trembling.


  I’m consumed by him. Us.


  He sits down with me on his lap, and we move in tandem. I don’t want this to end.


  I want…I want…


  Troubled by my thoughts, I chase them away by moving faster on his cock. He scrunches up his face and lets out a sound of total abandon, which drives me to my own release.


  I’ve never had so much sex in two days before. This should be enough for me.


  But as I try and fail to fall asleep, I have to admit the truth: I’m developing feelings for Taylor, different feelings from before, and it scares the crap out of me.
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  The next morning, we drink more shitty coffee as we wash the sheets and blankets and make sure the cabin is spick and span. It’s another cold, sunny day, and I take a picture of us in our toques and parkas before we head home.


  Physically, I’m pleasantly exhausted after using parts of my body that weren’t accustomed to such activity. But my brain and heart do not share that feeling. Rather, I feel like I grossly miscalculated, even more so than when I started that PhD program. This weekend was supposed to get Taylor out of my system, and that’s nowhere close to what ended up happening.


  I can’t tell him about this because…I just can’t. And I can’t talk to anybody else about it because that would involve revealing I got a fake boyfriend so people wouldn’t pity me, a plan which now seems even more ridiculous than it did before. Naively, I assumed that if it was fake, at least I’d feel in control of the situation. Ha!


  As he starts the car and pulls onto the road, I lean against the passenger side window and release a world-weary sigh.


  “Something wrong?” he asks.


  “No,” I say automatically.


  I don’t think he believes me, but he doesn’t say anything more.


  Chapter 16


  
  JASMEET: How was your trip up north, Helen?


  ESTHER: Yeah, how was it?


  ESTHER: Are you okay? You’ve been quiet all day.

  


  When I get home from work on Monday, I thank my neighbor for feeding my fish while I was gone, then stare at my phone. I’ll have to talk to my friends eventually, but right now, I don’t feel up to it.


  I still can’t believe I’ve started falling for Taylor, and I can’t blame it entirely on his talented tongue and talented fingers.


  He’s just so goddamn pure and sweet.


  Ugh. Why is this happening to me? I’ve known him for years and I never felt like this, and after a few weeks of going on dates, I’m now fantasizing about him bringing me heart-shaped pancakes in bed. (He sent me a picture of said pancakes this morning.)


  One thing I’ve always appreciated about Taylor is that he doesn’t consider anything a threat to his masculinity. He’s not worried that liking flowers and Valentine’s Day might not be what he’s “supposed” to do. And he’s a social worker, a field that’s probably considered more feminine.


  There are lots of things that I’ve long liked about him—which is why we’ve been friends for so many years—but now everything has taken on new meaning.


  I collapse face-first onto my couch, put a pillow over my head, and silently scream.


  My phone buzzes. I’m convinced it’s Esther, Jasmeet, or Whitney checking up on me, but I look anyway.


  
  TAYLOR: It’s Valentine’s tomorrow. I thought I could come over and we’d cook together?


  ME: No


  TAYLOR: It could be a fun bonding experience!


  ME: I don’t cook well with other people. Would probably end up stabbing you with a vegetable peeler.

  


  Hmm. Wonder if that was a bit much.


  
  TAYLOR: You were in the kitchen with your mom when I visited.


  ME: I’m used to cooking with her. I’ve been doing it for twenty-five years. She’s the only exception.

  


  And in all honesty, my mom and I have gotten pretty close to stabbing each other.


  I’m not lying: I really am bad at cooking with others. An old boyfriend once decided it would be fun to make dinner together. By the end of the evening, he’d broken up with me.


  
  TAYLOR: Okay, I’ll come over to your place and cook for you.


  ME: That’s really not necessary.


  TAYLOR: I insist.


  ME: Fine. As long as I clean up and get dessert.


  TAYLOR: Too late. I already ordered us a special dessert.

  


  Seriously, who is this guy? Why is he making weird things happen in my chest? How has he gotten this power over me?


  I'm picturing him ordering a vanilla cake decorated with cinnamon hearts or something equally nauseating, and I’m actually charmed. Why do I enjoy it when he annoys me?


  
  TAYLOR: Don’t worry, it’s not a heart-shaped cake.


  ME: Are you sure


  TAYLOR: It’s a TRIPLE TIER heart-shaped cake.

  


  I release a sound that’s an odd combination of a gasp and a laugh. I really hope he hasn’t ordered such a cake, but I don’t tell him that.


  
  ME: Fine. See you tomorrow.
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  On Valentine’s Day, I wake up with a pit of dread in my stomach.


  “This is it,” I say to Lucifer. “The day of doom.”


  Last year, when I woke up on February fourteenth, I had no idea what would befall me. Could not have conceived of such horrors, even though I’m usually pretty good at, well, conceiving of horrors.


  Though I know nothing quite so awful will happen this year, the feeling of dread persists.


  After work, I most certainly do not spend half an hour picking out an outfit, and when Taylor asks to be buzzed in, I do not feel a burst of giddy excitement.


  Okay, fine. Maybe a tiny, tiny bit, but nothing more.


  Taylor is wearing a pink shirt and carrying a bouquet of something that’s…not flowers. No, it appears to be a bouquet of donuts.


  I can’t help chuckling.


  Some are glazed in pink and white; others are covered in chocolate ganache. Some are ring-shaped; a few are filled.


  “That one’s yours.” I point to the lone heart-shaped one in the middle. It’s glazed in pink and coated with sprinkles.


  “I know,” he says cheerfully.


  “Thanks.” I set the bouquet aside and pull him down for a kiss. A kiss that goes on for longer than I intended.


  Finally, he pulls back. “I should cook now. Before we get carried away.”


  “Good idea. What are you making?”


  “Risotto.”


  “Isn’t that difficult?”


  “It’s not too bad.”


  Huh. As someone who’s used to tossing rice in the rice cooker and forgetting about it, the process of cooking risotto is kind of weird to me.


  At Taylor’s insistence, I watch a show and eat a donut as he cooks. Yeah, eating a donut before dinner seems wrong, but it’s fucking Valentine’s Day, and besides, I have lots of them. I select one with chocolate ganache.


  We sit down to dinner just after seven thirty. There’s shrimp risotto, green salad, and white wine. I take a picture of it. For posting online, of course.


  “This looks amazing,” I tell Taylor. “Wow.”


  It tastes good, too. Not, like, professional chef quality, but it’s a very good home-cooked meal.


  “Speaking of Valentine’s Day,” he says, “you never told me why Charlie said ‘it’s not me, it’s you.’ You don’t have to explain if you don’t want. I’m just curious. But—”


  “Because I’m cranky and have a bad attitude and don’t always smile when I should.”


  He frowns. “I wouldn’t say that.”


  “Really?”


  “Okay, you are a bit cranky at times, but in a cute way.”


  “Uh…”


  “And you shouldn’t have to smile all the time if you don’t feel like it. I like the fact that when you smile, it’s always genuine, not something you do because it’s expected.”


  “Thank you for the compliment,” I say, with less sarcasm than I’d intended. “He was also pissed at me because I refused to lend him money for his sketchy NFT and cryptocurrency business endeavors. That’s why he snapped.”


  “I would never ask that of you,” Taylor says solemnly.


  “I know.”


  Okay, I have to admit it to myself: I want this to be a real relationship. After the light festival in the Distillery District, I blamed my desire for romance on my sexual dry spell and brushed it off the next morning. But now that one hot weekend has failed to get Taylor out of my system, I know I won’t be able to rid myself of the feeling easily.


  Yes, despite swearing off love, a part of me yearns for a relationship again.


  With Taylor.


  But although he’s nothing like Charlie, I can’t make my mouth say those ridiculous words. Even though my heart—which is not shaped like that pink sprinkled donut—wants Taylor, it’s scared of getting hurt and humiliated again.


  Especially since I’m not convinced he sees me that way, and it could screw up our friendship. He’s my oldest friend; the only friend I made prior to university whom I still talk to on a regular basis.


  “Are you okay?” He puts down his fork and reaches across the table.


  I ball my hand in my sweater, the sweater I wore on our first “date.” I wonder if he remembers. It’s horrifically sentimental that I wore it again today.


  “Yeah,” I say, though it’s laughably far from the truth.


  I want something that I don’t want to want. How did I let this happen?


  After dinner, I post a picture of the donut bouquet, as well as one of our quiet meal at home, wishing it were a real Valentine’s celebration and not just for show.


  Then we have sex again. I need a distraction, and I’ve recovered from our weekend sex marathon. Plus, that pink shirt really does look good on him—even if it looks better on the floor.


  When we’re lying in bed afterward, I say, “You can stay the night, if you want.”


  I don’t tell him that I’d like him to stay. Just confessing that…it would be too much.


  He shakes his head. “I have to go home before work tomorrow, to get a change of clothes if nothing else, and if I leave it until the morning, I’ll need to wake up super early.”


  He’s right. It’s only sensible for him to head home now, but that doesn’t mean I’m not disappointed. Ugh, what is wrong with me?


  Taylor strokes his hand over my side. “You know, I…”


  For one glorious moment, I think he’s going to say it. That even though he can’t stay the night, he has feelings for me, and he wants to make this real.


  But he doesn’t. He just shakes his head again. “I'd better get going.”


  When he leaves, it feels anticlimactic. Our fake relationship will come to an end soon, a fake relationship that is, paradoxically, better than any of the real relationships I’ve had, and isn’t that messed up?


  I look at the comments on the pictures I posted earlier. One friend—well, acquaintance—has written: You’re so lucky.


  I want to scream something stupid at my phone, but I settle for hissing instead. Because, you know, neighbors.


  Our social media accounts are a curated version of our lives, what we choose to show the world. Of course, occasionally something we choose not to show the world is filmed and goes viral and people make all sorts of stupid comments about you based on the 0.2 seconds you were on screen.


  Then I read the rest of the comments…and they’re all from people I don’t know. Strangers who, from the sounds of it, have seen the video.


  Icy fear creeps up my spine.


  A few minutes later, after some frantic googling, I discover that someone has written an “article” for the one-year anniversary of that video—one of those articles that mainly quotes social media posts. And this person has linked to my new Instagram account, the one whose settings I foolishly changed to “public” not long after I began fake dating Taylor. Why did I do that? After all, the main people I wanted to fool are family and friends, not strangers online. Still, I’m surprised that the writer found my Instagram so easily.


  I immediately change my account back to “private” and start deleting the comments. But I can’t delete the comments on the article; I can’t completely control this.


  Someone says that my new boyfriend isn’t as attractive as the last one. Many people disagree; others say physically, that might be true, but the last one was an asshole, which isn’t a very attractive quality in a man. Of course, some people disagree with that, saying many women like assholes.


  This turns into a conversation about the sexual attractiveness of Asian men, analyzing Taylor vs. Charlie vs. various Asian movie and TV stars. Since it’s the internet, of course people make weird judgments about Taylor.


  I hope he hasn’t seen it. If he has, I hope it hasn’t made all of the pain from his past resurface.


  Oh God. I can’t believe I dragged him into this.


  He’s so incredibly sweet. Despite the crap he’s gone through with his family, he’s still managed to remain that way. He doesn’t deserve this. All these people who are insulting him? I wish I could stab them with a vegetable peeler. Since I can’t do that, I pull the half-finished bottle of wine out of the fridge and pour myself another glass.


  My phone buzzes, and I’m so on edge that I nearly shriek. It’s Shirley, and the instant I see her name, I’m convinced that she’s figured out my ruse with Skylar and Quentin’s help, and I’ll have to explain everything to her. I’m not in the mood for that, on top of everything else—it’s too overwhelming.


  But then I read the text. My sister just saw all the comments on my Instagram and wanted to check up on me. I exhale shakily as I type a response, then lean against the fridge and gulp my wine. This is such a mess. I’m such a mess.


  Fucking Valentine’s Day.


  Chapter 17


  By Thursday evening, I’ve recovered from the online attention. Sort of. I’m trying to be thankful that it’s not as bad as last year, and nobody in the lab mentioned it, but I still feel agitated.


  I’m frying some rice for dinner when my phone rings. I have an actual call, not just a text message, and unlike usual, I don’t immediately swear…because what if it’s Taylor?


  Still, when I look at the display and see that it is Taylor, it’s a bit of a shock.


  I turn off the stove and answer. “Hey, what’s up? How was your day at work?”


  “It was…not great, actually. Funding cuts—”


  “Are you worried about your job?”


  “No, but it’ll affect the services I refer patients to. They need more funding, not less. Also had to deal with a crisis this afternoon.”


  He doesn’t elaborate, and just as I’m debating whether I should inquire further—and whether to ask if he’s read the article on the video and the comments—he says, “I’m busy this weekend, but how about we have a date the following Friday?”


  He’s acting like we’re just going to continue our fake relationship as usual. I can’t bear it.


  “We don’t need to go on another date,” I say.


  “Are you sure? You don’t want it to look like we broke up right after Valentine’s—”


  “It won’t. I’ll post some pictures and tag you, but we don’t need to actually do anything together.” I try to sound like this is all no big deal.


  “Are you okay?” he asks. “I noticed that people are sharing the video again, and there was an article…”


  Dammit. He saw that.


  “The comments about you,” I say, “they felt so intrusive.” He sounds concerned about me, but I’m more concerned about him. “I’m sorry. Don’t listen to those people.”


  “It’s not like you made those comments.”


  “No, but it was my fake-relationship scheme that got you into this, and I was silly enough to make my Instagram account public. I should have learned my lesson last year. We don’t need to—”


  “I’m not going to abandon you now. I’m not Charlie.”


  No shit. They’re nothing alike, but I can’t stand to go on another date with Taylor when I’m such a lovesick fool. The card that arrived with my bouquet, the one that says, Can’t wait for tomorrow! xo Taylor—I put it in my purse so it goes with me whenever I leave the apartment.


  But he doesn’t care for me the way I care for him. It was foolish of me to ever consider, even briefly, that he might want this relationship to be real. He was sweet and kind because he’s like that with everyone. He did a good job pretending to be my boyfriend because he’s my friend and he was helping me out.


  Sure, we slept together, but it doesn’t mean anything.


  “Please,” I beg. “Please stop trying to do the right thing. I just want to move past this.”


  There’s silence on the other end of the phone, and then he finally says, “Okay.”


  And that’s that. After ending the call, I turn the stove back on and finish cooking my fried rice, but I’m not fully present in my body.


  You see? It’s good that I never said anything to him about my feelings because there was no hint of feelings on his side. If I’d said something, it would have been embarrassing.


  True, countless people on the internet wouldn’t have witnessed the conversation and posted inane comments and think pieces on it. It wouldn’t have been as bad as my break-up with Charlie, and Taylor would have been nice about it. He wouldn’t have made me feel broken.


  But that might have hurt even more, showing me why I’d fallen in love with him in the first place, and how could we hang out like friends after that?


  I dump my dinner into a bowl and sink to the tile floor with it. The thought of walking those few feet to my table—the table where we ate our Valentine’s dinner—is just too much. I shove food into my mouth, not really tasting it, as tears fall into my bowl.


  I can’t remember the last time I cried, but here I am, sobbing and snotty. Ugly crying.


  I didn’t want a relationship. I’d asked for something pretend, something that should have been safe, but the joke’s on me. I fell in love anyway.


  Stupid Taylor. Why did he have to be so goddamn adorable? Why did he have to send me a goddamn chocolate bar in the mail?


  Speaking of that chocolate bar, I still have several squares left. I haven’t finished dinner yet, but I grab the chocolate from the cupboard, sit back down on the floor, and shove a square into my mouth. It doesn’t taste as good as I remember—in fact, I feel like I’m eating cardboard—but I don’t fucking care. I need to get rid of this, and it’s not like I’m going to throw perfectly good chocolate into the trash.


  I begin the second square, and in my rush to finish it, I start choking. I bend over on the cold tile floor and keep hacking until the blockage clears, and then I toss the chocolate in the garbage because I just can’t do this anymore.


  It’s not me, it’s you.


  The state I’m currently in feels like proof of that.


  There’s something wrong with me. More than anything, I couldn’t bear to tell Taylor how I felt because I suspected his answer would confirm my worst fears.


  I’m just not a very lovable person.


  Before, I told myself that I didn’t want romantic love. I claimed to have sworn it off, but secretly, somewhere in the jagged cracks inside me, I yearned for it. Sure, I might think that a heart-shaped cake with sprinkles is a travesty, but I still want what it represents.


  And now, I feel more than ever like I can’t have it. Like I’m just not the sort of person who’s made for love.


  My parents have been married for thirty-five years. My sister is happily engaged. But me, I’m different. I couldn’t do it. I didn’t deserve to have that video go viral, but Charlie wasn’t wrong, was he?


  I start to get up, but my foot knocks over my bowl, spilling fried rice all over the floor.


  Great. Just fucking great.


  With more force than necessary, I sweep up the rice and toss it down the garbage chute.


  When I return to my unit, my phone buzzes. I immediately grab it, just in case it’s Taylor, saying he’s realized he loves me.


  I know, I know, I’m pathetic.


  Of course, the text isn’t from Taylor. It’s Esther, asking how I am because she hasn’t heard from me in a while.


  Rather than responding, I pour myself the last of the wine.


  Chapter 18


  Friday is, to put it mildly, a shitty day, especially since I’m functioning on a scant two hours of sleep, and the weekend isn’t great, either. Both Saturday and Sunday, I don’t force myself out of bed until ten. Last weekend, I got up late, too, but that was because Taylor and I were wrapped around each other.


  How much has changed.


  The next week is even shittier, and I look forward to another weekend…alone. A whole weekend alone doesn’t usually bother me; I’m perfectly content to be by myself, but now, the solitude is unbearable.


  Still, I don’t text anyone to see if they’re free. Instead, I pour my heart out to Lucifer.


  “How could I have been so stupid?” I moan. “I’m more heartbroken than I was last February. The fake relationship just made everything worse.”


  Lucifer looks desperate to escape his tank and swim away from me.


  After lunch on Saturday, I’m craving bubble tea. I head to the nearby plaza, but as soon as I step inside, I realize my error. The last time I came here, I was with Taylor, and the first time I told a lie about my “boyfriend,” I was also here.


  And, like both those days, Vin is behind the counter.


  “The usual?” he asks.


  “Uh, no.” I don’t know why, but I feel the need to throw caution to the wind. “I’ll have the honeydew milk tea with jellies.”


  Vin raises his eyebrow but gets to work on my drink.


  A few minutes later, I poke my straw into the top of my drink and am suddenly filled with regret. I’d forgotten that I actually hate honeydew, and that’s the reason I haven’t had it in years.


  What the fuck is wrong with me?


  And this morning, I tried to watch a C-Drama, but all the male characters had long hair and it made me think of Taylor. I had to shut off the TV and howl in frustration.


  Yep, life is kicking me while I’m down, because of course it is.


  I head back to my building, and I’m by the front door, digging my keys out of my pocket, when someone says, “Helen!”


  I somehow manage to drop my keys but not my bubble tea.


  It’s Esther.


  “I tried calling so you could buzz me in,” she says, “but you didn’t answer.”


  I check my phone before picking up my keys. Yep, there’s a missed call and some texts.


  “What are you doing here?” I ask.


  “Well, you weren’t saying anything in the group chat. Nothing about your weekend out of town, nothing about Valentine’s Day. Nor did you reply to my texts. So I was worried, especially after I found the article—I can’t believe you didn’t tell us about that.”


  I open the door. “As you can see, I’m doing just great now.”


  “What the hell are you drinking?”


  “Honeydew milk tea.” Even though I don’t like it, I’m still drinking it because throwing it out would be a waste and my conscience won’t let me.


  “I thought you hated honeydew.”


  Ugh, why does she remember that when I didn’t?


  True, I’ve known Esther for a long time. Not as long as I’ve known Taylor, but over ten years. Back in undergrad, I used to tease her for having a chemistry name. Esters are chemical compounds, you see.


  We ride the elevator up to my floor. In my apartment, she slips off her shoes and takes a seat on the couch.


  “So, tell me what’s up,” she says.


  I sit down beside her. “Nothing. I’m fine.”


  “You’re grumpy.”


  “I’m always grumpy.”


  “Not like this.”


  I throw up my hands. “What do you want me to say?”


  “First of all, I want you to admit that your relationship with Taylor wasn’t real.”


  Good thing I wasn’t drinking my tea. I probably would have spit it out.


  “You never posted much about your other relationships,” she says, “but with Taylor, there were always pictures. Only a few of the two of you, but you kept mentioning him. When I saw you together, you were more affectionate than you’d normally be with a guy.”


  Hmph. I gave myself away by actually acting like I was in love. This nightmare is just getting worse.


  She points at me. “I get it now. It was supposed to be fake, but then you developed feeeeelings.”


  “Please stop talking.”


  “Ah. So I’m right. I have amazing powers of deductive reasoning. Let me message Whitney and Jasmeet and tell them what’s going on.”


  I don’t protest because I know it’s inevitable that she’ll tell them. Besides, if my friends were worried about me, they should know I’m alive.


  “They’re coming right over,” Esther says.


  “What?”


  “While we wait for them to arrive, you can tell me what happened.”


  “Nope.” I cross my arms. “I’m only telling this story once.” But I do offer her coffee and snacks.


  When Jasmeet and Whitney arrive, Whitney gives me a long, tight hug that probably comes close to crushing my internal organs. “I was so worried about you.”


  I guess I really should have said something in the group chat. And although I wasn’t planning on having company today, a part of me is glad to see them all. In fact, I’m even relieved that someone figured out my charade. I was scared of that happening, but it’s nice not having to lie anymore.


  Once the four of us are squished onto the couch, I explain what happened.


  “I was tired of everyone asking when I was going to date again,” I say. “Tired of being pitied because that video went viral. I told everyone not to feel bad for me…”


  But they still did. And rather than trying to have a bigger conversation about it—and the fact that I’d sworn off dating—I got a fake boyfriend because it seemed easier.


  God, what is wrong with me?


  “A fake relationship seemed safe and predictable,” I continue. “I thought I’d be in control of the situation, unlike what happened last Valentine’s Day.”


  I explain how Taylor and I went on “dates,” and how I fell in love with him.


  “I really had no idea,” Jasmeet says. “Esther might have figured it out, but I thought he was different, and that was a good thing. I thought it meant something.”


  “Well, it didn’t,” I mutter. “And now it’s over.”


  My friends look at each other.


  “What?” I say.


  “Did you tell him how you felt?” Whitney asks.


  “No.”


  “Maybe he felt the same way, but he thought you weren’t interested.”


  There’s a burst of hope in my chest, but I quickly shove it down. “Seems unlikely.”


  “You said he protested when you told him you didn’t need to go on more dates.”


  “Because he felt guilty that he wasn’t quite fulfilling his promise. And we were talking about fake dates, not real ones.”


  “He probably thought you only wanted something pretend,” Esther said, “since that’s what you asked for. Maybe he’s been pining for fifteen years, or however long you’ve known him. Like he said at Whitney’s party.”


  “Don’t be ridiculous,” I scoff. “Why would he want me?”


  “Uh, why wouldn’t he?” Jasmeet asks.


  “Wait,” Whitney says. “Is that partly why you decided on this fake relationship plan? Because you didn’t want us telling you not to give up on love?”


  “Well, I’m not very lovable,” I say.


  “Hold on. What’s with the self-pity party?”


  I’m seated between Jasmeet and Esther, but I lean forward and turn to my left so I can give Whitney a good glare.


  “Yeah, Whitney’s right,” Jasmeet says. “You’re not usually this down on yourself.”


  Esther nods. “The video got to you more than you let on.”


  “It’s not just the video,” I protest. “It’s me. My entire fucking personality. It just doesn’t scream lovable and cuddly. My parents, my sister and Bec…they met each other young. But I…”


  “If you have zero interest in a romantic relationship, that’s one thing. There are some people like that, but I don’t think it’s the case for you.”


  “But I’m—”


  “Stop it. What do you want?”


  “I want him,” I say miserably, “but he doesn’t want me.”


  “Except you didn’t say anything,” Whitney points out.


  “Neither did he!” I sound like a petulant child.


  “Maybe he’s just like you. Convinced, due to past experiences, that you could never feel that way about him. And how would he know otherwise when you didn’t tell him?”


  Hmm. Admitting you have feelings for someone is hard. Taylor’s probably more of a feelings person than I am, but still. With us, there’s also the fear of losing a friendship.


  I consider his past. His mother.


  My heart twists.


  “You really think that might be possible?” I say, my voice quieter than usual.


  “He took you on a romantic trip to a cabin,” Esther says.


  “So we could have lots of sex.”


  “He sent you a chocolate bar in the mail.”


  “He was just being nice, and he was really committed to our act.” But I’m speaking with less certainty than before. I remember those brief moments, once at the cabin and once on Valentine’s Day, when I thought he might say something important—like wanting to make our relationship real.


  Perhaps my friends are right.


  And they don’t think it’s ridiculous that Taylor could fall for me.


  “I’m sorry for making you feel like you had to do something like fake a relationship,” Whitney says. “I think we could tell that everything affected you more than you admitted, but I didn’t know how to act with you.”


  I wave this off. “It’s fine.”


  “Tell him,” she says gently. “You won’t know for sure unless you say something, and if he says no, it doesn’t mean anything bad about you. We’ll all come right over, and Esther will make another charcuterie chalet.”


  “Hey!” Esther says. “Don’t volunteer me for things.”


  “I’d do it myself, except it would be significantly uglier. But I can help.”


  I release a strange hiccup/chuckle as silent tears stream down my face. I may not be a super social person, but I do have good friends in my corner.


  Including Taylor. I’ve been afraid of screwing up our friendship, but with the way my feelings have changed, I can never go back to exactly how things were before—at least not for a while—even if I don’t tell him. That’s terrifying, but it’s the truth.


  And if Esther, Jasmeet, and Whitney are right and there’s a decent chance he feels the same way…well, it’s worth the risk. I don’t like risks, but God, I want to be with him.


  Just then, someone pounds on my door.


  I sit up straight. Could that be Taylor? I run my hand over my face to wipe away the tears, then head to the door.


  It’s not Taylor. It’s my mother.


  “I made wontons and thought I’d surprise you since I was in the neighborhood, but you didn’t answer your phone, so I had to wait until someone let me in downstairs and…What’s wrong? Are you crying?” She takes off her shoes, puts the wontons on the kitchen counter, then wraps her arms around me. “Did Taylor make a viral video? Where is he? I will punch him.” She punches the air, and I can’t help another watery chuckle.


  I recall punching the air in a similar way when I was with Taylor, and I wonder if my mother and I are more similar than I thought.


  My friends join us in the kitchen.


  “Ah, Helen,” Mom says, “I’m really worried now. What happened?” She strokes my back, which is an unusual amount of physical affection for her.


  I tell her an abbreviated version of the truth.


  “You really didn’t say anything?” she asks incredulously. “He’s probably just as broken-hearted as you! I could see how much he liked you. That’s why I thought it was real, even though I had that funny feeling the first time I heard about him.”


  “I will tell him, don’t worry,” I say.


  “How? I have many ideas for romantic gestures.”


  “Um…”


  “We’ve got this taken care of, Mrs. Tsang.” Whitney ushers my mother to the door.


  “Can I tell your dad and Shirley that it was fake?” Mom asks me.


  “Fine,” I say, “but no one else, especially not Auntie Lisa.”


  “Of course I won’t tell her! Who do you think I am? She has a big mouth. But are you sure you don’t need any ideas? I—”


  “Mom!”


  “Ah, fine. I will go.”


  Once my mother is out the door, Jasmeet says, “Okay, let’s brainstorm.”


  “You don’t have to worry about that,” I tell her. “I already know what I’m going to do.”


  Chapter 19


  I wasn’t lying to my friends: I do have a plan. In my mind, it was obvious what I should do. So, after everyone left, I drove around to pick up supplies, but I figured I’d wait until Sunday to do the work.


  And now it’s Sunday morning—actually, it’s already Sunday afternoon—and I’ve realized I can’t bake.


  I only cringed a little when I handed over my credit card for a heart-shaped springform pan. Yes, I bought a heart-shaped pan. That’s how much I care for Taylor.


  But I’m cringing even more as I poke the chocolate cake. What did I do wrong? Why is it overbaked? Is my kitchen covered in flour for nothing? It honestly looks like a hurricane came through here. I have no idea how I managed to make such a mess.


  I take one step toward the fridge and trip over a bag of discount Valentine’s decorations—I got a good deal because Valentine’s Day has passed. When I fall, my knee hits the tiles funny, and so I stay on the floor for a few seconds.


  Get it together, Helen. 


  Ugh. Maybe I need a new plan. Maybe I should—


  My phone rings, and I startle. I pull myself up from the floor and grab the phone off the table, hoping I didn’t go through all this effort just for some Service Canada scam.


  “Hey,” Taylor says. “Are you home?”


  “Yes.” I’m impressed with myself for managing that monosyllable.


  “Could you buzz me up?”


  I let him in, and then I do my best to clean up my apartment, but a few minutes is not enough to fix it all, especially when my mind is full of questions, making it hard to focus.


  It’s not like him to show up unannounced. This must mean something good, right?


  Or has something bad happened?


  When there’s a light knock on my door, I immediately open it up.


  Taylor is carrying a white box, and he looks…not quite like himself. Not to say that he isn’t beautiful, but his face is pinched and drawn, and I suspect he hasn’t slept well lately.


  “What’s wrong?” We both say it at exactly the same time.


  He doesn’t answer but gestures to my apartment.


  “Just a minor kitchen disaster, that’s all.” I try to force some cheer into my voice.


  This isn’t what I expected to happen. I was supposed to drive to his apartment, where I’d present him with a beautiful heart-shaped chocolate cake with pink and white frosting. (But no sprinkles. I’m not a monster.)


  Instead, he’s at my place, and I don’t have an (edible) cake for him.


  And he isn’t speaking.


  I say the words in a rush before I lose my nerve. “I want you except I was too scared to tell you because you might not return my feelings but I’m finally ready to do it and will you be my real boyfriend?”


  It takes a few seconds for him to comprehend my meaning.


  “Your…real boyfriend,” he says slowly.


  “Yes, but since we’re friends, I was afraid it would screw that up. Plus, the idea of being turned down, it reminded me of what happened the last time I was rejected. I’m not normally so scared of rejection, but after that incident, I started feeling like I couldn’t be loved romantically. If you’d turned me down, it would have felt like confirmation and—”


  “Oh, Helen.”


  “Besides, I was convinced you didn’t feel the same way, but some friends helped me realize I could be wrong about that. I decided I had to say something, so I could know for sure.” I twist my hands in front of me. I’m not used to making speeches like this.


  “Is that why you asked to fake date me? Because you liked me and wanted something real, but that was too scary?”


  “No, I wanted a fake relationship for the reasons I told you, but as we spent more time together, my feelings changed.”


  He nods, and then a slow smile overtakes his face. It’s fucking luminous. No other word for it. Taylor smiles frequently, but this is one I’ve never seen on him before.


  And I know. That smile tells me how he feels.


  Before I can say anything more or close the distance between us, he opens the box in his hand, as though it’s an answer to my question.


  It takes me a few seconds to realize what I’m looking at, but then I release a burst of laughter. “Is that a human heart made of cake?”


  “Yeah. It’s red velvet cake, and you can buy human heart molds. My roommate had to help me, though, because I’m not a very experienced baker.”


  I bring the box to my dining room table, remove the cake from the box, and admire it some more. It’s not a hyper-realistic cake that you could actually mistake for a human organ—which is for the best, to be honest—but it’s still impressive. A zillion times better than anything I could have made, as the last three hours (yes, three hours) have proven.


  “Do you like it?” he asks.


  “I love it.”


  I wrap my arms around him and kiss the crap out of him.


  It’s not the first time I’ve kissed Taylor, but this time, we’re not in a fake relationship. This time, we’re working our way toward something real.


  Because obviously that’s what he wants if he made me this cake.


  He looks over my shoulder. “Is that a heart-shaped pan? And a cupid garland on the floor, next to a package of red balloons?”


  “Uh, maybe?”


  He laughs softly.


  “But I didn’t buy pink and red glitter,” I say, “even though I could have gotten a very, very good deal on it. I have my limits.”


  He’s still laughing. “So, what happened with the cake? Did it make it to the oven?”


  “Yeah, but it’s woefully overbaked. Turns out I don’t know shit about baking.”


  “I can’t believe I brought you a heart cake while you were trying to do the same thing.”


  He smiles at me fondly, one hand on my shoulder. With his other hand, he twirls a strand of my hair around his finger, and God, it’s good to feel him touching me again. It hasn’t been all that long, but I missed this.


  “Why did you break off our fake relationship?” he asks.


  “Aside from being afraid to tell you the truth, I felt so guilty about dragging you into the mess that is my life. Those comments online…”


  “It’s okay,” he murmurs. “I can handle them. You’re worth it.”


  I exhale in relief, though a smidgen of guilt remains. “When did you realize your feelings for me?”


  “Last February—that’s when it started.”


  On the night we went to Whitney’s, he said he’d had a crush on me for many years, and when I saw his cake, some small part of me wondered if that was the truth.


  To be honest, I’m rather glad it’s not. I don’t love the idea of someone pining after me for a decade or more. It feels like too much to live up to.


  “After the video,” he says, “I thought, ‘I’d be way better to her than Charlie ever was.’ It came out of nowhere, and the night you spent on my couch—I don’t think you remember, but I tucked you in and—”


  “I do remember. I thought I’d imagined it, though.”


  “I wished that when you woke up the next morning, I could hold you and kiss you.”


  “Instead,” I say, “you made me chocolate-chip pancakes.”


  “Yeah, I knew the timing was all wrong. Even a few months later, I doubted you’d want anything more, and I was afraid I’d only developed feelings for you because I was scared of being alone. I didn’t let myself talk to you any more than usual, in case you saw through it.”


  I definitely didn’t see through anything.


  “But my feelings didn’t go away,” he says, “and then you asked me to be your so-called boyfriend. I wouldn’t have done that for any friend who asked, you know.”


  “No?”


  He gives his head a little shake. “And the more time I spent with you…well…”


  It’s not me. It’s you. 


  But despite what happened to me, I have no trouble believing Taylor…because it’s Taylor. We’ve known each other for a long time, but neither of us thought we could be together like this until recently.


  I guess my plan was brilliant after all.


  “A couple of times,” he says, “I nearly told you, but I chickened out—I didn’t want to have my hopes dashed. After Valentine’s, I decided to finally say something the next time I saw you, but then you didn’t want to go on another date. I couldn’t bring myself to ask on the phone because I was convinced you’d say no.”


  “What changed your mind?”


  “You’re just…you’re amazing, Helen, and I had to know for sure.” He pauses. “I love that you only smile when you truly mean it. I love that you really care for your family, even if it’s not immediately obvious to everyone, and that you’re mushier on the inside than most people know. I love that you honestly wanted a cake shaped like a human heart. I love the expression on your face when you eat a particularly squeaky cheese curd, and I love that you named your fish Lucifer.”


  I’ve lost my ability to speak, so I wrap my arms tightly around him and kiss him again and again. My hands slip under the hem of his shirt, but I won’t go any further than that…for now.


  Before I take him to the bedroom, I want to eat some cake. I cut an awkwardly shaped slice of heart, place it on a plate, and try a forkful. It is, as he said, red velvet, and the frosting tastes like cream cheese although it doesn’t look like it, since it’s been dyed a suitable color.


  “I’m very impressed.” I slide a bite into his mouth. “But next time, you can make me a regular heart-shaped cake. I’ll give you my springform pan.”


  “Can I put heart-shaped sprinkles on it?” he asks with an adorable level of enthusiasm.


  “Don’t test your luck,” I mutter, and he laughs.


  His expression is much less drawn than when he came here, and he can’t seem to stop touching me. I don’t mind, of course. I might not be the most happy-go-lucky of women, but I have no doubt that he likes me as I am.


  “I really am sorry,” I say. “I should have said something rather than ending it.”


  “It’s okay. Neither of us said anything then, but we’re here now.” He takes my hand in his. “I promise to do my best not to hurt you, and I also promise I won’t do anything big in public, including big positive things. I know you’d hate that.”


  He’s right. I would.


  Is this a promise that he’ll never propose to me in public? It’s too early to think about proposing, but maybe one day.


  The thought doesn’t fill me with dread. And I trust him not to treat me like my ex did…and I also believe our relationship could survive something unexpected. He is, after all, my oldest friend, and he’s always been there for me.


  I can’t help wondering what would have happened if we’d figured this out earlier, before I met Charlie, but then I brush aside the thought. As he said, we’re here now, and that’s what matters. I don’t find that sentiment unbearably sappy; it’s different with him, this man who made me fantasize about bowling shoes, and who sent me the most gorgeous vase of flowers.


  I’ll have to post to the group chat and tell Whitney, Jasmeet, and Esther that everything worked out, even if my cake was inedible. It’s only late February, and already the year has been more eventful than I anticipated, but I’m not complaining anymore.


  I swipe a bit of frosting off Taylor’s cake and slide my finger into his mouth. He swirls his tongue around my finger and sucks it clean.


  I release an unsteady breath.


  “You know what?” I pull him toward the bedroom. “The rest of the cake can wait.”


  Epilogue


  My phone vibrates. I figure I could use a break from chopping vegetables, so I wipe my hands on my apron and pull the phone out of my pocket.


  Taylor has sent me a picture of bowling shoes.


  I bark out a laugh.


  “What’s happening over there?” Mom asks. “Let me see!” She puts down the wooden spoon and comes over to me, but I slide my phone back into my pocket before she can reach it. “What’s your boyfriend sending you?”


  “None of your business,” I say.


  She glares at me before we both go back to preparing food for tonight’s big dinner.


  For the second time, Taylor will join my family for Lunar New Year’s Eve. Except this time, we won’t be pretending, and he’s also bringing his father, who’s never met my family before.


  I’m just a little nervous.


  I’ve spent a lot of time arguing with my mother, trying to tell her that she doesn’t need to double the amount of food we made last year, just because another person is joining us for dinner. I finally managed to talk her out of one of the extra dishes, though we probably could have finished making it in the time the argument took.


  When the doorbell rings shortly after six, I put down my knife and head to the door. It’s Taylor and his father, who has a big fruit basket in his hands. I smile when I see my boyfriend. I last saw him this morning—he stayed over—but I still feel a little tug in my heart at the sight of him.


  If you count from the day we started our real relationship, it’s been just under a year, and now we’re planning to move in together. Planning out the life we want to have as a couple. It’s been a while since I lived with anyone other than Lucifer, and it’s just a little daunting, but I’m ready for this step.


  “You get my text?” Taylor whispers after kissing my cheek.


  I roll my eyes. Fondly, of course.


  I love him, and I love how we complement each other.


  I also love that he’s become a part of my family so easily—the sort of family he used to crave. They might get on my nerves, but I’m glad I live near them and see them regularly.


  After introducing Taylor’s father to all the people who have crowded into the front hall, I return to the kitchen, and Taylor follows me.


  “Quit trying to distract me,” I say, pretending to be annoyed.


  He laughs, a laugh that vibrates all through my body.


  “You know what’s coming up?” he murmurs. “Valentine’s Day.”


  This year, the Lunar New Year is closer to Valentine’s Day than last year. And unlike last year, I don’t feel any dread at the approach of the fourteenth. With Taylor, expressions of love never feel fake and forced, and he accepts there are some things, such as cinnamon hearts, that I’ll never appreciate. He loves me as I am.


  “Will you be my Valentine, Helen?” he asks.


  He knows the answer, but I won’t tire of telling him.


  “Yes,” I say. “Of course I will.”
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