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			To my obachan, who continues to visit me on the days where I need it most.
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			“Crazy in Love” —Beyoncé ft. Jay-Z (3:56)

			When my invitation for Matt and Misa’s destination wedding arrived in the mail, Tilley pinned it to the dartboard in our kitchen.

			“ ‘Accept with pleasure or decline with regret,’ ” she snorted as she read. “Why is there never a check box for ‘drain the open bar with relative apathy’? Especially if they’re not even giving you a plus-one.”

			She yanked a couple of darts from the board and took five steps backward, bumping into the kitchen table. Narrowing her eyes, she whipped a single dart at the wall, then turned to me, noticing my pursed lips. “Are you okay?”

			I surveyed the damage. My sister had punctured the palm tree crest, but the perfectly staged photo of Matt and Misa on the invitation remained intact. Burly in an ink-blue suit, Matt had his arms wrapped around Misa, who was beaming in a blush satin dress. She glanced over her shoulder at him with a warmth that made me think of breakfast in bed, shared bottles of dinner wine, joint bank accounts—all the things I could barely imagine for myself.

			“He looks like he’s going to absorb her,” murmured Tilley, suddenly beside me. “Like a matrimonial sponge.”

			“It’s fine,” I said a little too loudly. “I’m fine. I knew this was coming. I have prepared myself for this moment for months. Actually, excuse me because I have to go do this thing in the bathroom.”

			I could feel the bad thoughts coming, so I panicked and deeply bowed at Tilley before speed-walking out of the kitchen and down the hall to our shared bathroom. Keep your cool. Keep your cool. I slammed the door just as I heard Tilley let out the largest sigh known to humankind. Ignoring her clomping footsteps coming toward me and the waterfalls building in my eyeballs, I scrounged through the medicine cabinet for a very old bottle of Listerine. Hands shaking, I poured a full serving into the lid, then scrunched my face as I tipped the shot of antiseptic into my mouth.

			Tilley knocked on the door. “Dee, can I come in?”

			“Nrghh,” I said, swishing furiously. The mouthwash burned and my eyes teared up, but it felt good to control the discomfort. I spat into the sink, stuck my tongue out, and poured another capful.

			“Okay, so I mostly asked if I could come in to be polite, but you know I had to take the lock off the door after the last incident,” Tilley continued. “So, I’m going to come in now, and I want you to promise me that you’re not doing anything…you know, suicide-y?”

			I swished faster in defiance. “Nrghhh, nrghhh!”

			Tilley swung the door open and bashed me with it as I stuck my arm out to hold it shut. I couldn’t manage a mouthful of chemicals and a bruised elbow, so I turned and spat into the sink again. Tilley stared at the open bottle of Listerine, then back at me, and folded her arms.

			“What?” I said. “Can’t a girl value good dental hygiene?”

			“Tell me you’re not doing some weird self-punishment thing right now.”

			“I don’t know,” I said, sticking my head under the tap for a quick drink of water before elaborating. “I was trying to frame it like exposure therapy. Like maybe I’ll handle the wedding better if I get really good at being uncomfortable.”

			“Dee, you met these people in a psych ward,” she said into the mirror, examining her nose pores. “I think between the three of you, you’ve already got the uncomfortable thing covered.”

			I opened my mouth to retort but nothing came out. It had been many months since my discharge, and I still didn’t know how to tell Tilley that I’d never been more at home than in the hospital with Matt and Misa.

			She watched my shoulders droop in the reflection of the glass, then turned and threw her arms around me. “Hey. I’m not saying it’s a bad thing,” she mumbled into my shoulder. “You’d have killer small talk for cocktail hour.”

			“Who needs it?” I said, gently disentangling myself from her grasp. “I’m sure everyone will be busy gossiping about the whirlwind engagement.”

			“I guess there’s no established pipeline from involuntary commitment to marital commitment, especially in the span of a single year.”

			“Most of the guests only know half the story,” I said. “Misa didn’t even tell her family where they really met.”

			Tilley arched an eyebrow. “So you’re just going to show up as a physical manifestation of their biggest secret?”

			I gestured helplessly toward the bottle of mouthwash. “Like I could even make it through the flight without having a total breakdown. I want to be there for them. And, you know, be halfway normal. But I don’t know if I have it in me.”

			“If you’re not well enough, they’ll understand better than anyone,” she said, her voice softening just a touch.

			“It’s not that,” I said, pouring one last cup of Listerine for good measure. “It’s just that I’d rather shave off my eyebrows than watch Matt Costigan marry someone else.”

			As the final shot of noxious mint hit the underside of my tongue, I couldn’t help but notice Tilley’s pained expression in the mirror—as if she too was battling both gingivitis and certain heartbreak.
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			Here are five good reasons why I—and not Misa—should have ended up with Matt:

			
					
					Dibs.

				

			

			Not to brag or anything, but I wound up in the psych ward first. On night one, Matt rolled into the hospital with bandages wound around his forearms and a crooked smile that lit up the ER. Ruggedly handsome and built like a teddy bear, he wore two hospital gowns tied together at the waist for comfort.

			“I’m making a fashion statement,” he said when he noticed me staring from the cafeteria. He was the first shiny thing I had seen in such a long time, and I wanted to scoop him up like a magpie, take him back to my depressing white hospital room.

			
					
					We can laugh about anything…

				

			

			“What are you in for?” I asked, like I was auditioning for Prison Break.

			“I decided to play my last live show yesterday,” he replied breezily. “Only problem is my band interpreted last as ‘hang up your guitar’ and not ‘slice yourself open after the encore.’ Bit of a miscommunication on my part, I guess.”

			I nodded emphatically. “Semantics, am I right?”

			
					
					But still get to the heart of a conversation.

				

			

			I told Matt how I threw myself—winter coat and all—into the swimming pool where I taught little kids how to blow bubbles just to see if I would sink. “I only did it because I thought I was immortal,” I explained.

			“Well, I don’t know about that,” he said, his eyes crinkling. “But you must be pretty tough to wind up here the first time and put a good spin on it. That’s a different kind of endurance, if you ask me.”

			
					
					We’ve always made a great team.

				

			

			“Lucie does the best bloodwork, but Marc does a mean Robert De Niro impression,” Matt explained as we sprawled across the common room sofa. “So, it’s all about what you want out of your tax dollars.”

			“You sure know your way around here,” I said.

			He grinned wryly. “I guess you could call me a repeat customer. The last few years haven’t been the easiest.” He scratched at one of his bandages. “You know, the first time I landed here, I thought this place would change my life. That it would be some symbolic turning point. But after this many failures, I guess it just feels like I need to shake it up somehow.”

			“Maybe now’s your chance,” I offered, and his eyes met mine.

			“Why not?” he said. “We’ve got nothing left to lose.”

			
					
					He can make me feel at home, anywhere.

				

			

			That first night, he walked me to my room and leaned against the doorway.

			“So, you got any breakfast plans?” he asked.

			I laughed. “I could squeeze you in before group therapy.”

			Matt surveyed the sterile decor of my dorm and gave a low whistle. “Nice place you’ve got here. The bars on the bed are a real homey touch.”

			“It’s been a long time since I slept somewhere other than home,” I admitted. “I’m a little nervous about it.”

			“Don’t be,” he said. “This is the best part of the whole day. No one’s watching you or analyzing your next move. You just get to feel what you feel for a little while.” He doubled-tapped the edge of my door, then shot me an encouraging grin before heading toward his own room. I watched him walk away, holding on to every snippet of our conversation. But the warmth that I felt that night, and every week we spent together after—it never quite seemed to fade, even when I needed it to.
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			Tilley and I reconvened in the living room, sinking into the comfort of our couch. A few streets away, our parents were toting a Tupperware packed with cabbage rolls over to a harvest potluck with some of the neighbors. They didn’t gather for the food, even though the Johnsons made the best sweetbread on the block and Mrs. Sato’s chow mein was the stuff of legends. Everyone just liked to complain about how the neighborhood was changing—the bungalows getting knocked down for gray mini mansions, longtime families moving out at a record pace to districts you couldn’t even get to without a car. I noticed it too—the last time Tilley and I climbed the roof of the local grocery store with a six-pack of beer, we discovered that someone had destroyed the couch that we had hauled up there to watch the sun set. It’s a story I would have told the whole backyard congregation, had I been invited. But ever since my late-night sit-in on the highway overpass when Matt and Misa got engaged, my dad preferred that I steer clear of the neighbors. My sister and I were lucky to still be in the neighborhood at all—Tilley had nabbed this subleased bungalow through a friend of a friend, and she was letting me live here out of the goodness of her heart (and the steadiness of her waitressing paycheck).

			With an impeccable sense of balance earned from years of serving patrons at Scarborough’s favorite sketchy sports bar, Tilley carried bottles of cheap prosecco and Fanta plus two glasses to the TV table. She motioned for me to shove over and we settled in front of the screen, a reality show about drunk people on yachts filling the background. Outside, we could hear the kids across the street playing basketball, the murmurs of their trash talk punctuated by the occasional yell for a pass.

			“I appreciate that you’re trying,” said Tilley, topping up my orange soda with prosecco. I glared at her and she tilted the bottle more, rolling her eyes. “But I don’t think you can mouthwash away your problems. Even though I give you ten out of ten for creativity.”

			On-screen, a yacht honked its horn as it floated past a lush and empty island. “What else am I supposed to do?” I asked. “My doctor thinks I’m a drama queen. Mom and Dad are ashamed of my existence. I’m too broke to get a proper therapist—”

			“Or to pay me back your half of Mom’s birthday mani-pedi—”

			“Exactly,” I said, waiting for the fizzing to subside. “I’ve been trying my best, and the last thing I need is a calendar hold for the worst day of my life.”

			“At least you got an invite,” said Tilley. “It’s almost like they care about you or something.”

			I knew I was lucky to have an anchor of a friend in Matt, and in my better moments, I was grateful to be on the receiving end of Misa’s protective nagging. But these days, that wasn’t the kind of care I craved. Sure, having friends who understood your manic episodes and medication shakes and general malaise was great. It just didn’t change the fact that at the end of the day, they also had this whole life together and I was stuck with Tilley, a sister with the gravitational pull of Jupiter. All I wanted was to find my own corner of the universe.

			“I’m just saying, if I could have pegged anybody for a psychiatric meet-cute, it would have been Matt and me,” I grumbled. “We were great, just the way we were.”

			“You mean deeply depressed?”

			“I mean real as hell with each other,” I said. “And then Misa showed up and everything changed.”

			The first time I saw Misa, she was standing in the ward hallway, swathed in a wrap dress that was definitely dry-clean only. I appreciated that she had put makeup on to come to a psychiatric hospital. Only the best for Scarborough’s best-kept secret. Beside me on the couch, my ward neighbor Harsha sucked in her cheeks like a kid with a helium balloon. “That girl is so pretty. I bet she’s a model too. Models just recognize other models sometimes, you know? It’s like a sixth sense.”

			I didn’t have much of a sixth sense, but even I could tell that the dynamic was about to shift as Matt rose to greet Misa. Her warm smile and quiet confidence made it suddenly feel like she was welcoming us into her home, even though we’d been there first. Harsha and Matt were immediately mesmerized, and I wondered if a few weeks alone with him was enough of a head start to make a lasting impression. The thing is, I think I wanted Misa to like me almost as much as I didn’t want Matt to like her.

			Tilley cleared her throat loudly, trying to keep me from drifting away. “If you’d like to be ‘real as hell’ for five seconds, can we just remember that this is the same ‘great guy’ who got you kicked out of the hospital in the first place?”

			I tried to focus on the bubbles rising to the top of my glass, the sleek sounds of a perfume commercial flashing across the television, the angular tilt of Tilley’s cheekbones—something to keep me fixed in this moment. But as usual, nothing could suspend that gnawing feeling in the pit of my stomach that accompanied the memory.
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			The day I got kicked out of the hospital, Matt sat with me in the common room while I waited for Tilley to pick me up. Down the hall, doctors cycled in and out of patient rooms with a briskness that matched the sterile decor. This was an ongoing theme—no one here wanted to touch us, but a few of us definitely wanted to touch each other. We heard the cafeteria window clank shut to announce the post-breakfast lull. The television was blaring a nature documentary on penguins, but the ward’s longest-running patient, Jermaine, was fast asleep in his favorite armchair. He had been in and out of the hospital for years now. I wanted to wake him up to say goodbye, but he didn’t need to be reminded that he wasn’t getting out anytime soon.

			I checked my hastily packed gym bag for any missing toiletries, the worn leather of the couch clinging to the backs of my thighs. In a final act of defiance, I had decided to keep my pajama shorts on for my grand exit, even though I could see muddy snow through the blinds, spattered across the parking lot below. The nurses exchanged snooty glances behind the protective glass of their surveillance station, but I kept my focus out the window, on the combination Tim Hortons–Wendy’s restaurant across the street. Separated from us by keycard locks and suburban traffic, its neon sign shone like a beacon of hope for us psychiatric travellers. Matt and I had talked about it almost every day since our arrival, an obsession compounded by the terrible hospital food.

			“When you get out of here,” I said to him, leaving out that my departure—much like my arrival—was involuntary, “we’re getting some goddamn Frostys.”

			I didn’t want to think about Misa, or Jermaine, or Liz, or Harsha, my friends still trapped in hospital purgatory. I didn’t want to think about the ward like a suburban bed-and-breakfast, where someone else would be lying miserably on my freshly bleached sheets, counting ceiling tiles until it was time for group therapy. I wanted it to be like the end of Die Hard, where the whole place becomes a bonfire and it’s the best damn Christmas you ever had. Then I thought about how Die Hard had like seven sequels, so it’s really not a bad analogy for psychiatric recovery as a whole.

			“Sure thing, Shawshank,” said Matt, his usual cheerfulness betrayed by the dark circles underneath his hazel eyes. “Just don’t forget about me now that you’re a big shot who can wear your own clothes.”

			“Wouldn’t dream of it,” I said, and he flashed me his lopsided smile. My heart jumped and I tried to take it all in one more time—the antiseptic smell of the hospital, the view of the strip mall across the street, Matt’s unshaven jawline looking wild and rusty under the fluorescent lights.

			He scratched at his beard and I wondered if he was thinking about the night before. “If all goes well, I’ll be out of here in a week or so,” he added, and I wanted to believe him. But what he didn’t say was that a week in ward time could somehow contain an eternity. How, here, relationships moved at light speed, built on the shared understanding that you were learning to survive a world that wasn’t built with you in mind. I stared hard at the Wendy’s, willing my body inside it. Matt noticed my uncommon silence and wrapped an arm around me. I breathed in a little too quickly, then sunk into the warmth of his thick shoulder.

			“C’mon, Dee, you got this,” he said. “You gotta stick it to those doctors and walk out of here with a shit-eating grin across your face. That’s how you win today.”

			I blinked back tears. “It doesn’t feel like I’m winning. It feels like I’m just as sick as I was when I got here, and now I’m going to be alone.”

			“You won’t be alone,” he promised, his voice low and hurried as a doctor stalked past. “Call me at the pay phone every day. Misa too. What else will we be doing? Macramé?”

			I had told Misa I was leaving in the cramped quarters of our shared bathroom. At one point during our stay, we had swapped supplies to try to re-create that unfamiliar hotel toiletry feel, laughing at how L’Occitane and Dollarama soap were all just the same when you’re depressed. She tried to keep her composure as she carefully packed up my shower gel and two-in-one shampoo, but I could tell that she was uncharacteristically shaken. “I’m going to miss you,” she said, so quickly I could have missed it. We gazed at each other, saying nothing at all, and I wondered what her and Matt would be like without me here. We weren’t allowed to come visit after discharge, although that wasn’t usually an issue for most people. I wouldn’t miss the bureaucracy, the surveillance, the feeling that we’d been contained for the protection of others. But maybe the craziest thing about me was that I didn’t want to leave.

			“You guys don’t need to worry about me,” I said to Matt, stifling a jab of anxiety in my chest.

			He pulled me in closer. I could smell the cedarwood bodywash Tilley had brought him from the pharmacy downstairs. Jermaine snored and tossed in his chair, and I wished that we could say goodbye somewhere else, somewhere I might be braver. “Dee, I’m always going to worry about you,” he said. “So you might as well get used to it.”

			My heart flickered but I couldn’t find the words to carry the current forward. Instead, my playground instincts kicked in, and I punched him in the arm. “Matt, if I can adjust to antipsychotics, I can adjust to anything.”

			He snorted. “They should have quoted you instead of Wayne Gretzky on the hallway whiteboard.”

			“Yeah sure,” I said. “That’s when I’ll know I’ve really made it in this world.”

			Matt stood up so abruptly that I fell into the arm of the couch. “Wait here,” he said, then strolled out the door of the common room.

			I’ve never been one to take instruction well, so I tossed my gym bag beside Jermaine’s nap chair and followed Matt into the hall. When I turned the corner past the nurses’ station, he was busy wiping the hallway whiteboard clean.

			“Get out of here, lady!” he drawled like he was in some 1930s Western. “Save yourself! Don’t come back for me!”

			I gasped. “Is that a Sharpie? They’re going to kill you!”

			He uncapped the black marker and scribbled, If I can adjust to antipsychotics, I can adjust to anything, as I watched in horror and admiration. He signed the addition with a single D, then stood back to admire his handiwork, beaming at me. “There,” he said. “You’ve made your mark. Now it’s time to get the hell out of here.”

			“I don’t know if I’m ready,” I said into the floor.

			Matt grabbed my hand and squeezed. “Do you trust me?”

			“Always.”

			“Then believe me when I say that you have always been ready to face what’s in front of you,” he said roughly, and my heart lifted. “You’re a goddamn survivor, Dee. Don’t you forget it.”
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			How could I not love someone who believed in me that much? “It was my fault too,” I said to Tilley, downing half my drink to numb the impact. “And of course, we can always give a little shout-out to the deeply flawed psychiatric system for their share of my trauma—”

			“Amen.”

			“But you’re right, when I left the hospital, that’s when everything went wrong,” I said. “That’s how they ended up together.”

			“Uh,” said Tilley, “are we not going to talk about the night you broke the rules so hard that your doctor didn’t even put you in day treatment and your life basically became a Slip ’N Slide of bad decisions?”

			I wouldn’t have called it a Slip ’N Slide—maybe more like Snakes and Ladders. When Matt and Misa got engaged a few months ago and everything spun out of control, I decided to go cold turkey off my antipsychotics, Matt’s whiteboard scribbling long forgotten. That night, I wound up contemplating life and death on a highway overpass, prompting unwanted visits from the cops like they were suitors calling on an eighteenth-century debutante. By the end of that month, I was receiving messages through my alarm clock, boiling twelve eggs at a time, and pulling petals from the flowers that Tilley brought home and pressing them between the pages of dictionaries for good luck. But even after Tilley convinced me to start taking my medication with a nightly banana and helped me get a part-time job that kept my brain from spiralling, one thing never changed: Ever since I met Matt, I felt like any path in the world would lead me back to him.

			“There was something between us,” I said. “There’s no way he didn’t feel it too. But all the time they spent in day treatment changed everything. After two months alone with Misa, he graduated the program with a laminate certificate and a five-year plan that suddenly didn’t include me. It was the perfect crime!”

			Tilley kicked her feet up on the couch as she watched two crew members make out in a lifeboat. “For someone who has actually done a bunch of sketchy stuff while manic, you do not seem to have a very good understanding of what a crime is.”

			She paused to pull a rogue lipstick out of a crack between the cushions, pulling the cap off to trace her puckered lips with a deep burgundy stain. “Also, I think it’s hard to root for a relationship that has never seen the light of day because you’re too scared to tell a giant man-child how you feel.”

			“It’s not that easy,” I said, snatching the lipstick from her fingers and applying it to my own chapped lips. I caught a glimpse of my tired face in the window’s gleam. As expected, the color looked better on Tilley. Younger, blonder, and with 50 percent less regard for humanity, she was an upgraded version of me—Tilley would have thrived equally on The Bachelor or Man vs. Wild. “With the ward, everything existed between us in this safe, vacuum-sealed space. It’s a big deal to let this kind of stuff spill over into the rest of your life.”

			Tilley put her glass down, leaned over, and wiped a smudge underneath my bottom lip. “Which is why Misa wants to keep the ward a secret, I guess.”

			“It’s not the same,” I argued. “I’m not ashamed of how we met. I think what the three of us have is really special and amazing, and if Misa can’t acknowledge that, I don’t think she’s meant to be with him. That’s all.”

			“So what are you going to do about it?”

			“Nothing.” I sighed. “Matt’s going to marry Misa, who is an actual functioning human, and as usual, I’m falling behind. No need to add insult to injury and watch them tie the knot.”

			Tilley grinned at me. “That’s a remarkably mature decision for someone who still orders Happy Meals regularly. Don’t let this go to your head or anything, but I’m proud of you. For once, you’re doing the right thing.”

			I thought about the worried crease that would form between Matt’s thick eyebrows when I declined, the slight exhale he makes when he’s trying to hide his disappointment. The pit in the bottom of my stomach opened up again, swallowing all the what-ifs that I’d finally be letting go.

			“I think I might be becoming an adult or something,” I said finally, raising my Fanta in salute.

			Tilley grinned and clinked her empty glass against mine. “I’ll believe it when you start paying rent.”

		

	
		
			2

			
				[image: presentational]
			

			“Waterfalls” —TLC (4:40)

			The day after my heart-to-heart with Tilley, the wedding invitation took a premeditated fall into a garage sale shredder, but I couldn’t bring myself to tell Matt and Misa the bad news. Instead, I directed all of their worried phone calls to my voicemail, convincing myself that by the time I told them I’d be a no-show, they’d be too busy with floral arrangements and cake tastings to care. I swallowed my guilt and tried to carry on with the life that Tilley had helped me scrape together—a dog-walking gig that let me dictate my own hours and not interact with actual humans, monthly appointments where my psychiatrist pretended to listen to me, the rare but perfect evenings when Tilley didn’t have to work and we could spend hours rewatching nineties rom-coms. Sometimes on Sunday mornings, she’d try to convince me to visit our parents, but even months after I moved out, we never seemed to know what to say to each other. On those days especially, it felt like I was spinning in place. Sure, Tilley was pleased that I wasn’t getting any worse under her watchful eye, but if I wasn’t getting better either, what did it matter?

			Two months later, I found myself in the bathroom helping Tilley try on a black vintage corset for a date. She dug her thumbs into her sides and sucked in as I yanked at the laces just above her hips.

			“Pull tighter! I’m trying to snag a future lawyer here.”

			I gave the laces one last heave with everything I had, which wasn’t much since my diet is 30 percent off-brand Kraft Dinner. But I knew tying up my sister’s weird lingerie was much lower on the scale of sibling martyrdom than visiting a psychiatric hospital every day.

			“Will you be around when I get home?” she asked, watching herself toss her hair in the vanity mirror.

			“I don’t know, Til,” I said, trying to maintain tension in the strings while tying an awkward bow. “I’ve just had so many social obligations lately.”

			“Maintaining perpetual victimhood must be so exhausting for you,” said Tilley.

			I tugged at the bottom of her corset and smirked back at her reflection. “It’s the first full-time job I’ve been able to hold down.”

			On cue, Tilley’s grimy Samsung sprung to life with a tinny rendition of “Call Me Maybe.” I groaned, prepared to witness another transactional phone conversation between Tilley and her merry band of men from the pub, the grocery store checkout line, the run-down cemetery down the street. Honestly, she could pick up a man on the moon at this point.

			“Helloooooo,” sang Tilley. She glanced at me, listened for an uncharacteristically long time, then frowned. “Yep, hold on a second.”

			She thrust the cracked device in my face. “It’s for you,” she said. “Misa.”

			“Tell her she has the wrong number,” I whispered, trying to wrap the phone in a bath towel. I thought I had taken every precaution to avoid contact, but I forgot that Tilley is the kind of person whose daily activities often hinge on calls from strangers.

			“Oh, honey,” said Tilley. “You think she wouldn’t recognize this sultry voice?”

			I made eye contact with myself in the mirror, hoping I could summon the strength to survive a conversation that would confirm that I was, in fact, a bad person. Instead, I noticed that my afternoon pajamas were misbuttoned, so I gave up and took the phone. “Hi, Misa.”

			“Hello, Dee,” she said cheerfully. I could picture her sitting in her obachan’s kitchen, a gleaming pen at hand in case she needed to take notes or start sketching to relieve the pressure in her brain. My ears yearned to hear the shuffling of her grandmother’s slippers, a homey sound I’d grown accustomed to. “I’ve been meaning to talk to you.”

			“Good thing we’re on the phone, then.” I immediately wanted to walk off the edge of a cliff.

			“We missed you at the fall fundraiser for the hospital,” she said lightly. “I was hoping we’d be able to celebrate the six-month anniversary of our little support group, but I’m sure we’ll get another chance soon.”

			My gut wrenched in guilt. “I didn’t realize you’d want to remember that,” I said. When we got out of the hospital, I left a bunch of bad Google reviews and Misa joined the junior fundraising board, carefully neglecting to mention the part where she had been a patient. I knew she was trying to make a difference, but on some level, it felt like a betrayal of what we had come to understand about the system.

			“Of course I would,” she said, then briskly pivoted to the elephant in the room. “Now, I know you’ve been extremely busy—”

			I cringed. Most of my free time had been taken up by a surprise Neopets resurgence.

			“But I hope you can join us for the wedding. I know you can get a bit overwhelmed by travel, so if you need help booking, I’m more than happy to assist.” Misa lowered her voice like we were planning a heist. “I’d much rather use my frequent flyer points on you than on a discount air purifier.”

			“I can do it myself,” I said, more loudly than intended. I shot a guilty look at my sister and mumbled into the phone. “I mean, if I can even come. I don’t know yet.”

			“Excuse me?”  Tilley flung a makeup sponge at my head from the corner of the bathroom. I ducked her and pressed the phone back up against my ear.

			“I understand,” Misa replied, then paused. I could hear the crinkle of a chip bag, a sure sign that the wedding planning was getting to her. When she was stressed, Misa could huff Doritos like it was nobody’s business. I hoped she wasn’t getting orange fingerprints all over her notebook, which could send her into a secondary spiral. “I know it’s more difficult, especially given what I’ve told—or haven’t told—my family. It’s just…I don’t know if this changes anything, but it really wouldn’t be the same without you.”

			I wasn’t used to Misa being direct about what she wanted. Usually the ask was well disguised, like deep-fried tofu. But this was a big one. We both knew that my presence would threaten the fairy-tale wedding that Misa had planned under her mother’s watchful eye, that I was a living reminder of what she’d rather sweep under the rug. This ask wasn’t just for my presence—it was also about my tactful silence. But in that moment, I realized that if the situations were reversed, I would have wanted her there too.

			“Let me think about it.” I sighed. “Things have been”—I chose my words carefully, not wanting to sound like I had been drowning for months—“exciting. You know, my work is picking up, I subscribed to this new astrology app, I might want to go back to college eventually…”

			“That would be huge for you,” Misa said eagerly, and my spiteful brain zoned in on that tiny, additive for you, like she knew we’d never find ourselves on the same footing. “Do you have to update your resume? If you do, I can help you with the design. We can make an afternoon of it.”

			Suddenly, the future I had been promising myself felt ten stories tall. Misa loved solving problems, and here I was, yet another problem to solve. The only casualty, as usual, was my own confidence.

			“I can’t,” I said, my voice flattening by the second. “I have to go.”

			“Dee,” she pleaded. “I didn’t mean to put pressure on you. Can you please just hang on a second, I promise—”

			“I have to go,” I repeated before hanging up, my chest collapsing in on itself.

			Tilley dropped the eyebrow pencil she was holding to wrap her lanky arms around me. “I mean, you didn’t cry,” she crooned into the top of my head. “It’s basically an improvement.”

			“Don’t be nice to me out of pity,” I wailed.

			“This isn’t me being nice to you. That part comes after, when I ditch my date to take you for ice cream.”

			My phone buzzed, and I wriggled my way out of Tilley’s grasp to check an incoming text message.

			“Oh great,” I said. “I hang up on Misa and suddenly Matt decides he’s coming over. Can you believe they’re tag-teaming me?”

			Tilley frowned. “I can’t believe Matt would dare show his face around here. Do you think it’s too late to install a snake pit in the front lawn?”

			We didn’t end up having time for loose reptiles because, moments later, our neighbor’s beagle howled at a heavy knock at our door. Running a brush through my hair and rebuttoning my pajamas properly, I strode down the front hall like I was on my way to the Met Gala.

			“You’re not even gonna change into anything hot for this?” groaned Tilley, who was peeking through the living room curtains.

			“That’s not what we’re about,” I shot back, then opened the door to Matt, who looked handsome and slightly sweaty in a flannel shirt and puffy vest.

			“I was already on my way over,” he admitted sheepishly. “I had a feeling you might require some backup.” He held his arms out, and I hesitated, remembering all the missed messages piling up in my inbox.

			Matt noticed the fangs of my insecurities beginning to dig in and kept talking, trying to soothe my overheated brain. “You know what I like about you?” he asked, barely pausing to take a breath. “You look great in pajamas, at all times of day.”

			Tilley gagged theatrically from the living room, so I stepped onto the concrete stoop and wrenched the door shut behind me, shivering in the cool air.

			“Some people are bound to the ticking of the clock, and that is a terrible way to live,” continued Matt, pretending that my sister didn’t have her face pressed against the glass to watch us. “I always wish I was in pajamas. Why do you think I wear so much plaid?”

			I threw myself at him and he picked me up in a bear hug, squeezing me so hard I almost lost my breath a second time. “I missed you,” I yelled into his left shoulder. My next-door neighbor stopped sweeping his steps to glare at us, and I shooed him away with my free hand.

			Matt dropped me to the ground. “I missed you too. Do you know how hard it is to find someone who will let me play Name That Tune on their arm every day? I’ve got a whole repertoire going in your absence.”

			“Try me,” I said, preparing for one of our favorite hospital games. We invented it after the nurses wouldn’t let Matt borrow the ward’s beat-up guitar on a Saturday night, citing “a lack of available supervision.” I guess they figured there was high potential for a good old guitar smash outside the medication dispensary.

			Matt and I fell into deep silence as he tapped a careful rhythm onto my upturned forearm. I don’t know how many mornings we’d spent hunched over the cafeteria table, trading choruses back and forth. For a recovering musician and a mad girl who just wanted to be touched, it wasn’t a bad way to pass the time. I felt the beats pulse through my body, in time with Matt’s flawless internal metronome. I frowned. “Do I get a hint at least?”

			“Saturday morning cartoons. Golden era.”

			“You’re older than me, so your golden era is, like, ancient,” I complained. Matt replayed it for me one last time and my eyes lit up. “Oh, you almost had me there. It’s The Flintstones theme song!”

			Matt grinned. “I knew you’d get it. Whenever I try this on Misa, she gets too ticklish. She’s the toughest woman I know, but she has no tolerance for the taps.”

			I sat down on the steps, motioning toward the space beside me. Tilley had finally gotten bored of eavesdropping, so I figured it was a good time to feel things out. Matt nestled in between me and the railing, our thighs pressing against each other.

			“I love that you’re a professional musician and this is how you choose to apply your talents,” I said, leaning my head against his shoulder.

			“Was a professional musician,” Matt mumbled, and I sat back upright.

			“Whoa. Did you finally take that job with Misa’s dad?”

			“It’s temporary,” he said, a little too quickly. It was the exact same thing I’d said about my current gig to appease my parents. “Just until I figure things out.”

			I knew he didn’t want any follow-up questions, so I didn’t ask any. I just wallowed in that uncharacteristic gap between what he was telling me and what he was feeling. Maybe it had been a while, but I didn’t like the extra space.

			“Speaking of figuring things out,” he said, changing the subject, “I wanted to come ask you about the trip to Turks and Caicos in person, since we hadn’t been too successful using conventional forms of delivery, like the mail, cell phones, messenger pigeons—”

			“Okay, okay, I get it—I’m an asshole.”

			“You’re not,” he said, offering me a sheepish grin. “You and I aren’t the kind of people who can just fly to an island on a whim. I know this is a big, scary ask. But I want you there because you’re one of the most important people in my life.” He paused. “In both of our lives. You know that, right?”

			“Of course.”

			Matt held out his elbow and I bumped it with mine, beaming like a loser. Misa thought it was silly to have a secret handshake to celebrate the fact that we were all institutionalized together. “What else did we have to do when we were locked up?” I’d asked her once. “I read historical fiction,” she’d said.

			I lowered my elbow and leaned my chin into my palm, trying to imagine a scenario in which I, Dee Foster, a person who hadn’t left home for seven years except to hit an outlet mall in Buffalo once, somehow wound up at an all-inclusive resort in the Caribbean on a dog walker’s wages.

			Matt saw me struggling to put the pieces together and hastily interjected. “I know it sounds like a lot, but let me tell you about the perks.” He threaded his arm through mine and leaned in close. “You know how Misa’s family is super into real estate, right? Well, they actually part-own a chunk of the resort, so it’s not like we’re paying regular prices here. And I already spoke to her parents about arranging a room for you, so it’s basically just the cost of the flight.”

			“I could never—” I started to protest, but Matt cut me off before I could get really dramatic about it.

			“You always looked out for me in the hospital,” he said, his tone suddenly more serious than I was used to. “This is the least I can do.”

			It was a small sentence that meant so much to me, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that this was just another chance that would remain out of reach. “Thank you,” I said softly, disentangling my arm. “I promise I’ll think about it—but either way, I’m really glad you came by.”

			“I’m glad too,” Matt replied, holding my gaze for just a second too long. A moment of silence stretched between us. I bit my lip, wondering if this was the chance I needed to get everything off my chest, surrounded by my nosy neighbor and the gentle puffing of a stalled bus in the distance. It had always felt like we deserved a moment bigger than what we had, but maybe if I kept waiting for that perfect opportunity, I’d miss my shot completely.

			Before I could open my mouth, Tilley barrelled through the front door, a heavy coat thrown over her black corset. “I cancelled my date, you’re welcome, let’s get moving.”

			“Hey, Til,” said Matt, swivelling around to greet her. “I was just—”

			“Leaving?” She folded her arms over her very prominent boobs.

			Matt and Tilley hadn’t really gotten along since she picked me up from the hospital, blaming him for my unplanned discharge. The whole Matt-choosing-Misa thing hadn’t improved Tilley’s opinion of him either, although she did once say that if he shaved, he would kind of look like a knockoff Archie Andrews.

			“I don’t want things to be like this,” he said, putting up his hands in surrender. “We used to be buds! You kicked my ass at Scrabble on the regular, remember?”

			“Hey, man,” said Tilley with a shrug. “It’s nothing personal. Just know that if you want Dee at your special day, you’re gonna have to go through me.”

			“I get it—you’re a package deal,” Matt replied. His phone rang, and he threw me a final pleading glance before retreating down the porch stairs. “If it means getting you to this wedding, my offer stands for you and a plus-one, if you want it.”

			“Oh, Matthew,” said Tilley as I nodded robotically, “if I had a dollar for every time you needed Dee’s help, I could afford a vacation without your bullshit.”

			Matt already looked like he wanted to take back his invitation. “I gotta head back to work now, but I hope I see ya soon, Dee. I’m counting on you.”

			As Tilley and I watched Matt’s rusting sedan speed down our street, she took one look at me and sighed. “Now we really need ice cream.”

			

			
				[image: ]
			

			Some fun facts about Tilley’s beat-up red Fiat include (a) it’s basically a clown car so it’s great on gas, (b) one time a guy went down on her while she was driving it, which is almost an ergonomic impossibility, and (c) since it only plays discs, Tilley has burned a truly enviable collection of homemade CDs. Today’s playlist was titled One-Hit Wonders, and the sweet sounds of Sugar Ray filled every corner of the cramped vehicle.

			We took a winding route along Kingston Road, rounding the corner at the decrepit pub where every underage girl in Scarborough managed to get served. We whipped by the golf club where my high school friends had worked during the summer, making sure to slow down as we passed the forested nook where the police liked to hide. As we approached the hospital where I’d spent a roller-coaster winter the year before, Tilley took a sharp left turn into the strip mall across the street, bouncing over speed bumps outside the discount grocer and the last Video 99 in the city. She pulled up in front of the Wendy’s hybrid, and my heart started pounding in my chest.

			For months after we’d been discharged, I had come to this location once a week with Matt and Misa for our informal support group, since I had been cut out of the hospital’s regular programming.
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