Address
Email
Phone Number
Word Count
Kiran Malik | An Ordinary Life | 






[bookmark: _6zdo3i547vap]AN ORDINARY LIFE
BY KIRAN MALIK


[bookmark: _yy1cjb8p0h2n]Prologue: An Ordinary Life by Roman - Final Entry
It was October. 
The church cradled Summer’s last warmth in wood that had stood for a century. Souls in its grain radiating slowly into silence.
“What has brought you to my door?” A priest’s voice. His back painted by scattered light from stained glass. 
A man in the last pew. 
“A funeral…yesterday…someone I barely knew...” His voice splintering. “Eighty years reduced to: ‘he worked, loved, then died’.”
The priest stepped towards him. “This bothers you.” 
His head snapped up. “It’s just…is that…all we get in this life?”
“What is your name, son?”
“Ewan.”
The priest folded his hands in his sleeves.
“You’re not mourning him, Ewan. You’re mourning yourself.”
“I'm not-”
Closer now, the priest was younger than expected. His eyes, grey.
“You’re afraid of the ordinary.”
Ewan shifted, “Don’t you have some speech? God’s plan? Every life has meaning?”
He exhaled softly through his nose.
“You didn’t come for that. You came because you’re at a crossroads, paralyzed by the fear of choosing wrong.”
Ewan tried to stand. To leave. 
A heavy hand pinned him. 
“Let me tell you something I’ve learned from twenty years of watching people die.” His voice turned to iron, “people don’t regret ‘ordinary.’ They regret not recognizing it for what it was.”
“Which is?”
“Everything.”
“That-”
“Listen. To. Me.” his voice shook Ewan’s chest. 
“You don’t observe reality. You are reality occurring. You exist inside others. Your patience becomes someone's definition of worth. Your anger becomes the voice in someone's head twenty years later. Your leaving teaches someone the shape of absence. These seem like ordinary things, but they’re the threads holding it all together.”
The priest moved to the window, tracing its lead seaming.
“That man’s life? Decades of small repetitions that became the architecture of other lives. Someone survived because of every action he did and didn’t take. Someone learned love from how good or badly he loved. The universe is irreversibly and incomprehensibly altered because he was quietly part of it.”
“So you’re saying to trust in a grand purpose?”
“No. Purpose is not grand. It is the accumulation of small fidelities.”
Silence.
“Did you know him? The man from the funeral?”
The priest touched his hand and glided back into the shadows.
“My boy…I know everyone who sits where you are now.”
Gone.
Ewan sat still, turning the truth over until it lost its edges. He stood at the threshold, October bleeding into November. Every direction a quiet interference in another life. 
The tragedy of it all, wasn’t that it was ordinary.
It was thinking that ordinary wasn’t enough.
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[bookmark: _d1ozmkasujfr]Chapter 1
It happened every night for the last four days. The dream. Ever since his mother called him. Since she broke the news. Since Kiran heard her break. 
First, the darkness. Darkness that touched you back when you reached into it. Bitter. Fermented. Black that’s been waiting so long it started to rot.
Then, 
Clink.
The sound. Metal against wood. Or hard against hollow. Hard to say, exactly. 
Clink.
It means something, he knows it does…
Clink.
Voices surface like bubbles through water. Not full words, whispered shapes. Two people. Crying.
Clink.
Voices he knows. A problem of perpetual retrieval: always almost remembering.
He had tried following. Reaching for it.
It’s like catching smoke. Confident up to the moment of contact, then…just flesh wrapped around nothing.
Clink.
The last act. Pure feeling. 
The moment reality sutures itself. Where one future dies, so another can live.
Clink.
[bookmark: _y9h17rnvsosb]#
October seventh. Cold winds gusted that morning, but none penetrated the church’s walls. Candles in their brass holders flickered. Flames bowed and rose without provocation. It was as if the room itself breathed with the swell and recession of the mourner’s compassion. 
It was Roman’s funeral. 
Roman, who never missed a birthday. Roman, who lent him sci-fi books he was too young to understand them. Roman, who taught him to ride a bike when Grant, his father, was away on business. 
Now, gone.
Roger, Roman’s older brother, gripped the podium with both hands. 
“Roman told me once,” addressing the room. “That endings don’t get easier. They just happen more often. That people leave and you don’t always get to understand why. He said that a week after our mother passed away.”	Comment by Kiran Malik: call forward
His eyes tracked the first row.
“...I guess he told me that to help me make sense of things…or to help himself make sense of things…I don’t know…” 
He trailed off then came back. Even. 
“You know, it didn’t matter why he said it. What mattered was that he was there to say it. And now he’s not.“
His grip tightened.
“Me and him didn’t always get along, but he was my brother. He was my brother and I lov—” His voice caught. 
“And I want to thank all of you for honouring his memory.”
He turned and faced the casket. Even in the unnatural quiet, Kiran could hardly make out what he said.
“I love you Rome. Rest easy. I’ll take care of them.”
[bookmark: _tg7xjzedh4hq]#
The rest of the service unfolded in a blur. Handshakes. Hugs. Muted condolences from people he barely knew. 
A week later, he met Roger for coffee. 
Roger explained that as the executor of his brother’s will he had spent “countless, thankless hours” tracking down beneficiaries and managing the appraisal of Roman’s more “unique” assets – wines, sculptures, antique beer bottles, first edition astronaut pens etc. 
He tapped the rim of his mug with a small spoon. 
“He left you some junk. Best I could tell, a desk, some old books, nothing much really.” 
“I’ll take a look through if you don’t mind”
Roger shrugged. “I’ll send you a list of the items.”
[bookmark: _pm6hj4wz59eb]#
Two days later Kiran was in Roman’s study. His fingers trailed along the edge of the dusty hard maple desk.	Comment by Kiran Malik: Call forward
Stacked neatly on one side: old sci-fi books and a collection of brittle envelopes holding polaroids. 
When he opened up the first envelope, he saw a picture of Roman and his mother, Elizabeth. They looked young. The ink had smudged too much for it to read clearly. They stood next to each other in front of a restaurant. His mom wore a shirt that read, “I <3 NY”.
The desk itself was small, but well-built. Kiran tilted it up from the back to check the weight. The drawers slid open. In the first, some old bills, warranties, scattered papers. In the second, a flash drive and a letter.
Kiran turned the USB over in his palm and put it in his bag.
[bookmark: _qm28auxmvag6]#
That night, he plugged it into his laptop. The WVR logo appeared. He recognized the company’s tagline. 
Weaving stories that outlive us. 
Digital legacy services were popular now.
The interface was in soft blues and grays with gentle animations.
Probably tested on focus groups of grieving relatives.
It showed that Roman had been uploading files for years, amounting to approximately three terabytes of data. The sidebar had four categories: plots, threads, scenes, and perspectives.
They all sounded the same to Kiran except for ‘perspectives’. He clicked on it. The screen populated with snippets that seemed to be from other people’s point-of-view. They were pulled from different sources: emails, documents, interviews.  The program was using them to build a ‘complete narrative’.
The master text, the ‘life story’ was the main product. It had paragraphs sprinkled in red superscript, corresponding to two labels: ‘verified’ and ‘inferred’. In the settings, he unchecked the box that read, ‘View metadata’, noticing the ‘extrapolation tolerance' was set to thirty-five percent. 
Kiran used the search function in the master text, looking for mentions of his mother and father. She appeared in later chapters, but her connection to the rest of it was unclear. Roman had written about various people. Some appeared to be composites. Others were clearly real. WVR  had learned his voice well enough. 
He scrolled back to the beginning.
[bookmark: _xj2da1o4p58m]Chapter 2: Master Text
Apparently, Gulshan, Roman’s father, paced the length of the hospital for four hours until he was born. The date: December 23rd, 1964. His older brother Roger was staying with the neighbors.
Their family house was similar, small, and a rental at that. A Sicilian concrete-block house, built without much consideration for comfort. 
Gulshan, Irish, had spent years trying to leave Italy. America had been the original plan, but as he applied for visas and researched immigration pathways, it got less and less encouraging.
The National Origins Formula made it clear: Italians were not welcome. His wife, Meema, and kids.
Gulshan wasn't naïve. He had watched as America rebuilt itself after the war, had seen the way certain countries were allowed to move forward while others were expected to stay where they were. He set his sights on Canada.
It had taken time. More paperwork. More waiting. He wasn't sure what to expect, but what he did know was that there was nothing left for him in Palermo. His own father had returned to Ireland after his mother died, leaving him to navigate the world on his own. He was educated, pragmatic. He didn't believe in fate (at the time), but still, he had a feeling that something else was waiting for him and his young family.
By the time they received approval to immigrate, Roman was six months old. The flight was long. First to Rome, then Toronto. Roger had thrown up twice. Roman screamed intermittently, the pressurized air unsettling his tiny lungs. Meema soothed him as best she could, rocking him back and forth in her lap while Gulshan sat rigid in his seat, his mind already elsewhere.
At the time, Toronto wasn't yet the city it would become. It was still growing into itself. The winters were harsher than Gulshan had anticipated, the air dry and biting. Their first rental was a narrow house in a working-class neighborhood that he couldn't afford. It was mostly other immigrant families, people trying to make a life in a country that didn't always make space for them.
Gulshan found work almost immediately, though it wasn't what he wanted. He was a math professor in Italy forced to take a job in a factory while he figured things out. Meema stayed home with the boys. It was a temporary arrangement, she assured him. Everything was temporary.
At night, they visited the Molinaro’s, a family on their block that immigrated a decade earlier. They had a television, the only one on the street. When Roman was old enough to toddle, he would stand in front of the screen. One night in December 1965, it was Rudolph the Red-Nosed Reindeer. He clapped his tiny hands, watching the stop-motion figures move across the screen.
Gulshan sat nearby, watching his son. It was all so…arbitrary…how a small bureaucratic decision had rerouted the entire trajectory of their lives. At the time, he had believed that this was the hardest part. This transition, this in-between space where nothing felt quite real.
He hadn't yet realized that it was only the beginning.
[bookmark: _9on6wmwy4f4z]Chapter 3: Gulshan
Gulshan held Roman's legs up with one hand and wiped him down with the other. The diaper was a disaster. He didn't understand how a baby who consumed nothing but milk could produce…that. It didn't make sense. 
Roman kicked his legs in protest. Gulshan shushed him, slapped him on the thigh and fastened a fresh diaper. He did not normally do this, but Meema needed a break. This was the first of many things he had not imagined for himself.
Second in that list was the cold, the way it seeped into his bones. Third, the sound of the factory floor, the machinery droning endlessly, the shouting over the clatter of metal, the smell of oil and sweat clinging to his skin long after he left for the day. Fourth, the way people would look at him. Curious at best, suspicious at worst.
He washed his hands at the kitchen sink, scrubbing hard, watching the lather cloud and swirl. Meema was humming softly in the other room, folding laundry. Both boys were asleep in the other room. He could hear the low murmur of the radio, news bulletins cutting in and out between static.
Lyndon Johnson had escalated U.S. involvement in Vietnam. He listened to the reports on the Tet Offensive, on young men drafted into war, on the protests filling the streets of Washington. He followed stories about the riots in Detroit and Newark, the assassination of Martin Luther King Jr., the footage of Robert Kennedy bleeding out on a kitchen floor. The world felt brittle, like it could snap at any moment.
At work, the other men ignored him. When they did speak, it was short, clipped. He was better educated than most of them, but that didn't matter. What mattered was if you could keep up.
He was not built for factory work. A small man, barely 165cm and narrow. His body ached in ways it never had before. His hands, once soft, used to chalk and paper, were calloused. He thought about how he used to stand in front of lecture halls, explaining equations on the board while students scribbled notes. He thought about the weight of academic journals in his hands, the satisfaction of a problem solved. He had none of that here.
Meema noticed. She never said anything directly, but she could see the way he moved, the way he held himself differently now. He caught her watching him sometimes, her expression careful, unreadable.
He frequented the public library. Free entertainment. Sometimes he took Meema there on Tuesdays for conversational English lessons. She was mostly fluent already, but he suspected she wanted something to do.
His way out started with a conversation after dropping her off.
He had been scanning the periodicals, looking for any mention of job openings, when he overheard two men discussing the state of Canadian higher education. They were members of a professional association, one for mathematicians, engineers, and physicists. He introduced himself. One of the men, Dr. Bernard Walsh, was a professor at the University of Toronto. He had heard about an opening, nothing official, just a rumor, at the University of Alberta.
Gulshan wasted no time verbally presenting his curriculum vitae.
“Are you credentialed here?” Dr. Walsh asked.
“My degree is from the University of Palermo.”
Dr. Walsh tilted his head. 'You'll need Canadian accreditation. Might take some time.'
“I have time.”
It was the first real lead he had.
The next day, he sent a letter to the University of Alberta's mathematics department. He had no idea whether he would hear back. But it was something. 
He went home that night feeling different, like something had shifted, even if only slightly. 
Outside, the snow had started falling again, blanketing the street in white.
[bookmark: _i5sqrt59dj3d]#
The letter arrived in a thin, cream-colored envelope with the University of Alberta’s insignia in the corner. He had sent his first letter nearly four months ago, and when no reply came, he had sent another, then another. Each time, his tone shifted. First eager, then polite, then cautiously persistent. The fourth letter had been more direct.
They had only received the first and the last.
The letter opened with an apology for the miscommunication. They had assumed he lost interest. His last letter had been…unexpected in its urgency. The department chair, Dr. Edward Halverson, wrote that they were willing to consider him for a trial position. A semester-long contract, a chance to prove himself. No guarantees.
Gulshan sat at the kitchen table, the letter trembling slightly in his hands. Meema was feeding Roman boiled mixed vegetables, her free hand intercepting Roger’s attempts to reach for his brother’s food. The room smelled of simmering onions.
“Well?” Meema asked gently, not looking up.
“It’s good news,” he said.
She turned then, studying him. “That’s good…”
He cut her off. “It’s in Edmonton.”
She nodded slowly, then glanced at Roger, who was now chewing on the sleeve of his sweater. 
“They need me by August.”
It was May.
It pressed into him. The logistics, the uncertainty, the risk. He had spent years trying to move them out of Palermo, years trying to find stability in Toronto. Now…they would have to do it all over again.
He would leave first, of course. There was no way to uproot the family without knowing whether this job would last beyond the trial period. He’d find housing, settle in, then send for them if, when, he secured a permanent position.
He should have felt relieved. The factory was killing him and he had imagined a slow descent into mediocrity, working there until his joints gave out, coming home to children who no longer saw him as someone with ambition or purpose. Now he had a way out, a path back to who he was before. A path back to respectability and esteem.
So where was the relief?
That night, he lay awake, staring at the ceiling. Meema slept beside him, her breathing steady. She hadn’t asked many questions after dinner, but he knew what she was thinking. She lay a hand on his slowly rising and falling chest.

The boys were young. Roman was just starting to walk, his small, determined steps making him look like a wind-up toy. Roger was boisterous, full of opinions he was too young to back up. Meema had always been capable, but he knew what this would mean for her. The long days, the loneliness, the waiting.
And for him?
He imagined stepping off the train in Edmonton. The cold would be even sharper. He would walk into the university, past students who belonged there in a way he wasn’t sure he ever would. He would stand in front of a lecture hall for the first time in years, chalk in hand, waiting for the first question. 
Was he still that man? It had been so long.
When he had written his last letter, he had felt desperate. Now that the opportunity was real, he felt something else.
The next morning, he dressed carefully. Shirt pressed, collar stiff. He had never cared about looking respectable at the factory. But now, it mattered. He had an appointment at the bank.
He didn’t have much saved, but he needed enough to get to Edmonton and secure a place to live, at least temporarily. The bank manager, a balding man with round glasses, scanned his application without looking at him directly.
“Leaving your current employment?”
“Yes.”

“For another job?”
“Yes.” 
“Temporary?”
Gulshan cringed. “It’s a contract position.”
The manager hummed, scratching something onto the form.
There was silence, then a discussion on conditions and policies covering contractors, all of which Gulshan tuned out until he heard “approved”. For a modest loan. Enough to cover travel and rent for a couple of months. That’s all.
He walked home slowly, absorbing the city, trying to make it feel smaller. He had spent years trying to make Toronto familiar, and now he was leaving. 
He stopped outside his building, hesitating.
Upstairs, Meema would be waiting. The boys would be playing. Life would continue, for now, as if nothing was changing.
The weeks leading up to his departure were a blur of logistics. He handed in his notice at the factory. He sold their old, sputtering beater for whatever he could get, setting aside the money for Meema’s expenses while he was gone.
Packing was simple. He had never owned much. A single suitcase, a few neatly folded shirts, his best shoes polished to a dull shine. 

The night before he left, he sat on the floor with Roger and Roman, watching them play. Roger was stacking wooden blocks. Roman was determined to knock them over.
Roger sighed dramatically, turning to his father. “Can you tell him to stop?”
Gulshan ruffled his hair. “It’s his job to be annoying. You did the same thing to me.”
Roger didn’t believe him but let it go.
Later, after the boys were asleep, he sat on the edge of the bed, Meema beside him.
“This will be good,” she said, voice steady.
He nodded.
She took his hand. “We’ll be fine here.”
He wanted to believe her.
The train ride west was long, days bleeding together in a haze of passing landscapes. He watched the city fade into farmland, then prairies, then long stretches of nothing.
At night, he sat in the dining car, drinking cups of weak coffee, listening to the quiet conversations around him. A man across the aisle was traveling to Calgary for work in the oil fields. Another, younger, was visiting family.
When they asked where he was headed, he answered simply:  “Edmonton.” No one pried.
He spent most of the journey thinking. About the classroom he would be standing in soon. The life he was stepping into. And about Meema, alone with the boys.
He pressed his forehead against the cool glass, watching the dark horizon stretch.
[bookmark: _oqbc9gsakk5]#
Gulshan had spent the first months adjusting. The train rides back and forth were slow and rhythmic. They had a way of making everything feel unreal, like a suspension between two versions of his life. He was happy that this one was his last. He had been offered the position full-time after the probationary period of four months. Meema sounded emotional over the phone but assured him that she would have the boys mostly packed up by the time he came home.
He pulled a rumpled paper out of his shirt pocket, his to-do list. The physical representation of all the actions he would need to take to eradicate all traces of his life in Toronto and start anew. He balled the paper up in his right hand and squeezed it in pulses.
[bookmark: _qt7dh3jmiqre]Chapter 4: Alberta
Roman crept toward the corner of the hallway, peeking out in quick, nervous bursts. He wasn’t actually seeing anything, just flashes of light and shadow. But if he couldn’t see, that meant he couldn’t be seen either. That was the logic.
He had heard something, a low, throaty sort of noise, followed by a rustling. From the safety of his bed, wrapped tightly in his pale yellow sheets, he had considered ignoring it, willing himself back to sleep. But the curiosity had won out, as it always did.
He wasn’t scared. Not really. But there was always the possibility, however small, that something had found its way into the house. Some kind of prowling beast.
Another glance. Another half-second flash of the upstairs bathroom. It was enough to confirm what he had already suspected. No intruder. No monster. Just his father, standing in front of the mirror, a straight razor gliding smoothly over his jaw. A tortoise shell comb sat on the counter next to him, waiting its turn. Roman exhaled, part relief, part disappointment.
The scene had its own kind of allure, though, and now that he had spotted it, he couldn’t look away. His father moved with such precision, each step of his routine performed as if on instinct. The razor. The rinse. The slow, careful pull of the comb through his thick black hair. Roman watched, hypnotized, barely aware of how much time was passing.
Downstairs, footsteps. Roman turned his head quickly, catching sight of his mother walking past the staircase, a cardboard box full of plastic plates and utensils balanced against her hip. She spotted him immediately, of course she did, but instead of saying anything, she just smiled, lifting her hand in a small, knowing wave. The kind that didn’t involve the hand moving, just the fingers folding downward. A signal of recognition. She wouldn’t say anything.
“Did you bring in the paper?” Gulshan called out, his voice even, habitual. He turned slightly, eyes flicking toward the hallway, and in that moment, he had caught Roman.
But Gulshan didn’t acknowledge him right away. He continued his routine, watching Roman through the mirror now, as if studying him indirectly. It wasn’t the first time. For months, his son had been sneaking up on people, collecting small victories in startled gasps and wide-eyed reactions. Meema thought it was harmless. “Let the boy have his fun,” she’d said. But Gulshan was less entertained, especially after the incident in the basement. Roman had appeared out of nowhere, as he was repairing a lamp and the surprise had him drop the bulb, shattering into a hundred tiny pieces. He was still finding bits of glass every time he went downstairs.

Gulshan sighed, rubbing his jaw. The boy was terrible at it, so obvious, so clumsy. But there was something endearing about it. The effort. The commitment. And Roman was starting school in a few days. Meema had been firm that there would be no unnecessary scolding before then. “It’s going to be an adjustment,” she’d warned. “Let them have their summer.”
So, instead of scolding, Gulshan smirked and, without warning, spun toward the hallway.
‘AHHHHH’ he bellowed, lunging forward.
Roman’s body jolted in place. The jig was up. Gulshan reached him in three strides, scooping him clean off the ground and flipping him upside down in one fluid motion.
“You never learned how to move on your toes, huh?” he teased, grinning as the toddler flailed. “You’re going to have to do better than that.
From the bottom of the stairs, Meema called up, half-laughing, “Put him down! You’ll hurt him!”
Gulshan smiled, flipping Roman back upright and setting him on his feet.
He barely had time to recover before Meema was upon him, voice raising in mock villainy.
“Good…because now I can get him too!” she declared, fingers outstretched, wiggling, aiming for the soft spots at his ribs.
Roman shrieked, collapsing under the weight of the attack, his laughter spilling out in quick, uncontrollable bursts. His little feet kicked at the air, useless, his hands weakly attempting to fend her off.

Through the blur of movement, he caught glimpses of their faces: his mother’s, his father’s. They were laughing. Together. 
[bookmark: _f8o5ekp631et]Chapter 5: Young Roman
Gulshan was sitting in his office, thirty minutes left before his office hours ended when a call came through his personal line. 
‘Hello, Gulshan Malik speaking’, he said in flat tone.	Comment by Kiran Malik: last name
‘Hi Gulshan, are you the father of Roman Malik?’, the voice asked, clipped and unfamiliar.
Gulshan stiffened..
“Yes,” he said. “Is something wrong?”
A pause. Then, a sigh. “My name is Officer Veronica Frances, your son was caught trespassing at a private residence. An older gentleman, Mr. Bradley, found him ringing his doorbell, trying to run away. Thought he was being harassed. He was… not exactly careful in detaining him.”
Gulshan’s grip on the phone tightened. His voice came out sharper than he intended. “Detaining him? He’s five years old.”
Another pause. “Yes, well. I brought him down to the precinct. He’s unharmed. A little shaken. I suggest you come get him.”
Gulshan pressed his fingers against his temple. He muttered something apologetic to the students lined up outside of his door and called his student teacher to take over. He was out the door before he could fully process the anger simmering under his skin.
Meema had received the same call, beat Gulshan to the station and had let him know to meet her at home. By the time he did, his anger had solidified into something steadier, heavier. Meema met him at the door and took his coat.
“He's fine,” she said softly.
Gulshan stepped inside, setting down his briefcase. Somewhere, he could hear Roger shifting in his seat, the nervous energy of an older brother who didn’t know how to make things better.
And then, there was Roman.
Perched on the couch, his small legs swinging slightly, chips ahoy cookie in his hand. His face was unreadable. But Gulshan’s sharp gaze caught the darkening bruise on his upper arm. Fingers, pressed into soft skin.
Gulshan inhaled sharply. “He grabbed him,” he said, voice low.
Meema reached out, gently resting a hand on his forearm. “He didn’t know better. He lifted him up by his shirt”.
“He should have known better,” Gulshan growled.
At the sound of his father’s voice, Roman turned his head. Their eyes met. And then, Roman scrambled off the couch and launched himself forward, burying his face in his father’s stomach, arms wrapping tight around him.
Gulshan hesitated only for a second before he placed a steady hand on his son’s back.
“I’m sorry,” Roman mumbled against his shirt, the r’s coming out more like w’s.
Gulshan didn’t say anything.
Behind him, Roger made a frustrated noise.
Roman turned his head just enough to glance at his brother, his expression uncertain. Roger sat hunched at the dining table, arms crossed tightly. His jaw twitched.
“That was stupid,” Roger said, not quite looking at him. “You don’t think.”
Meema sat beside Roger and reached for his arm. “He’s okay, love.”
Roger pulled his arms tighter to his chest.
Gulshan watched him. His eldest, the careful one. The worrier. The one who felt things and didn’t know how to express it without anger.
Meema, of course, knew exactly what to do.
She ran her fingers through Roger’s hair once. Just enough for him to let out a small exhale. She turned to Roman.
His small shoulders were lifting and dropping. He peeked at Roger, then reached across the space between them, fingers just barely grazing his arm.
Roger, reluctantly, let out a breath.
“Go give your brother a hug”, Gulshan ordered Roman. He did, albeit reluctantly.
Meema smiled, satisfied
She stood and pressed a kiss to Roman’s forehead before looking up at Gulshan with a knowing smile. “Come eat,” she said simply.
“Why the hell is he caked in mud?” Gulshan whispered.
“The police report stated he was trying to peddle away on his tricycle and got stuck…” Meema said, trying not to laugh.
“That’s your son, that is.”
[bookmark: _fi4r1m8xdoog]#
By the time Roman was in grade two, he had learned to tell which kids were safe to be around and which ones weren’t. It wasn’t always about size. Some of the bigger boys left him alone, but the wiry, sharp-elbowed ones liked to push, and pinch the soft skin of his arms just hard enough to leave a mark but not hard enough for the teacher to notice.
He didn’t complain about it much. He wasn’t sure why. Maybe because it felt small and embarrassing. Maybe because Roger had a way of making things disappear before they got out of control.
Roger was in grade five. He was old enough that their paths didn’t cross much at school, but he still found a way to keep an eye on him. It was never direct. Roman would be walking down the hallway, trying not to make eye contact, and then suddenly Roger would be there, just standing, watching. It was enough.
One time, one of the boys had taken one of Roman’s marbles that he had brought from home. Occasionally, he had a tough time being away from Meema, so she had given him a sky-blue marble as a way for her to be “with him” throughout the day. The boy had not only ripped the marble from his hands but also pulled his backpack straps so hard he had fallen backward into the mud. He was humiliated, but was more scared than anything that he just lost a piece of home.
Roger must have heard about it, because later that day he walked up to Roman, handed him the marble and that was that. No more pulling. No more pushing.
Roman tried to ask about it once but Roger cut him off.
“Just eat your sandwich,” he said.
That summer, Roger abandoned him. Not literally, but it felt like it. He had older friends now, boys who played basketball at the community center courts and rode their bikes down to the corner store to buy sesame snaps with pooled change. Roman was not invited.
At first, he was angry about it. He hovered near the door when Roger left, pretending to be busy with his shoelaces, hoping to be asked to come along. He never was.
After a while, he gave up and started his own war.
It began with a single paper airplane. A simple design, just a folded scrap from one of Roger’s old school notebooks. But then he made another. And another. He lined them up on the floor of the porch, gave them ranks and missions. Some were scouts. Some were bombers. Some had suffered structural damage in test flights and were relegated to reconnaissance duty.
When a wing ripped, he patched it with glue or tape. It became part of the strategy, how long a plane could last before it was too battle-scarred to continue.
He built launch pads out of cardboard. He measured how far they could fly. He added weight to the noses, adjusted the folds, experimented.
The game evolved. The planes needed an enemy. He built small paper fortresses, populated them with paper soldiers, and positioned them in defensive formations across the living room floor. There were battles. Casualties. He kept track.
They didn’t have many toys. They weren’t poor, but their parents were practical. There were no extravagant birthday presents, no unnecessary plastic figures cluttering the house.
He didn’t mind, mostly. The paper war was his own.
But some days, when the house was too quiet and the sun outside was too bright, he wished Roger would come home early, just once.
Summer in Alberta had its own peculiarities. The days stretched long, the sun reluctant to set. The sky stayed bright past nine, the light blue and endless. At first, it felt like a gift. So much time, so many extra hours to play. But by mid-August, it started to feel strange, like the world had forgotten to turn off.
He rode his bike up and down the sidewalk until the streetlights flickered on. He liked the feeling of being alone, sometimes. But other times, he would hear the distant echo of Roger’s laughter from somewhere down the block, and he would press his lips together, pretending not to care.
By the time September rolled around, he had abandoned the paper war. The planes had been left in piles, some bent beyond repair, others still perfectly intact.
Soon, it would be time for school again.
[bookmark: _24s6sqyahup9]#
In grade seven, Roman had begun to change, though not always in the ways he wanted. He had filled out, his body broadening in a way that made him look stronger, but also softer. He was still athletic, good at basketball, decent at volleyball, but he was aware now of the extra weight. His shirts fit a little tighter and some of his friends could outrun him. 
He looked like his mother, more than his father. That much was obvious. His skin, darkened even in the middle of winter, set him apart from the other boys at school. His eyes were light brown, the color of weak tea, but warm, like honey in the sun. His features were still settling. His nose was beginning to distinguish itself but was not quite anything yet, his jawline still soft.
Girls weren’t really paying attention to him yet. He wasn’t invisible, but he wasn’t the kind of boy who got whispered about either. 
The principal was new. He had moved into the district that year, bringing with him a daughter. Brown-haired, quiet, mostly unremarkable except for the fact that she was the “principal’s daughter” and, for some reason, she had agreed to go to a movie with him.
Roman wasn’t sure why he had asked her. It wasn’t really a crush. More like a test. He wanted to know what it would feel like to sit beside a girl in the dark.
The bus would have been humiliating, so Gulshan drove them. Roman had hoped he would just drop them off, but his father insisted on staying, sitting a few rows behind them with a newspaper in his lap, barely pretending to read.
It was an action movie, something loud. Roman spent the entire time hyper-aware of his own body. Should he lean back? Cross his arms? Would it be weird to offer her some popcorn, or weirder not to? The thought of reaching out, of his arm accidentally brushing hers, was so overwhelming that he barely watched the film at all.
She didn’t seem to mind. She laughed in all the right places, didn’t seem to expect much from him. When it was over, they waited outside the theater while his father brought the car around. They didn’t hold hands. They didn’t even stand that close. When Gulshan pulled up, Roman opened the door for her, but she was already moving, sliding into the backseat with a polite thank you.
On Monday, they didn’t talk about it.
That summer, Roman went looking for things he wasn’t supposed to find.
The basement was dim, the air thick with dust. He moved carefully, stepping around storage boxes, his fingers running along the edges of the shelves. He wasn’t sure what he was looking for, exactly. Just something interesting. 
It didn’t take long. The stack of magazines was hidden, but not well. He could tell immediately what they were, the glossy covers catching the light in a way that felt almost deliberate. He hesitated before pulling one out, flipping through the pages quickly at first, then more slowly.
He was sitting cross-legged on the carpeted floor when he heard footsteps creaking above him. His father, moving from one room to another. For a second, he was sure Gulshan was coming downstairs, that he had been caught. But the steps continued past the door, fading into the kitchen.
Roman exhaled, put everything back exactly as he found it, smoothing out the corners, making sure they were stacked precisely as before.
Gulshan would notice. He wouldn’t say anything, but he would notice. He’d pause for a second in front of the shelf, looking at the slightly misaligned stack of magazines, and then he’d continue on, as if nothing had changed.
Upstairs, Roman sat at the dinner table, pretending nothing had happened. His father poured himself a cup of tea, taking his time with the spoon, the sound of it clinking against the ceramic impossibly loud.
Something had shifted. Roman wasn’t sure if his father knew, or if he was only imagining it. But when Gulshan finally looked at him, it wasn’t with suspicion. It wasn’t even disapproval.
It was something else. Like understanding that his boy was growing up.
[bookmark: _b0n4px5l1lnm]Chapter 6: Summer Before High School
The next summer, the summer of 1976, was dry. Roman and Roger spent most of it outside, moving between their backyard and the basketball court down the street, their sneakers scuffing against the worn asphalt. Roman point guard. Roger shooting guard.	Comment by Kiran Malik: check date
Roman was taller now, still heavier than he wanted to be but getting stronger. His arms had started to show definition, the early signs of muscle, though he was far from being the kind of athlete Roger was. Roger had been fast for as long as Roman could remember. 
Roger was always there, in that quiet, unobtrusive way of his, pushing him just enough. He never humored Roman, never let him win, but he didn't gloat either. He corrected his form, showed him where to plant his feet, and told him to “stop forcing his layups.”
Their father had bought Roger a new bike that summer, a sleek black one with silver handlebars. Roman had inherited Roger's old one.
At night, they watched whatever was on TV. Roman was getting into science fiction, though he wouldn't admit it. There was something about the way those stories worked, how they imagined different futures, different possibilities. He had borrowed a book from the library, The Gods Themselves, and read it in secret.
[bookmark: _tjre0luzrdu]Chapter 7: Cold Winter, Hot Potatoes
Roman walked to school every morning with his hands stuffed deep in his coat pockets, fingers curled around the boiled potatoes Meema had wrapped in a dish towel. His gloves were too thin, cheap wool, but the potatoes helped.
The coat was too small. He had grown again, another couple of inches since the summer. Meema had told him they would get a new one when they could afford it, but things had been tight since the accident.
It had happened a few months ago, early in the season, before the real cold set in. He and Roger had taken a toboggan down one of the hills near the ravine. Roger had been fine, somehow, bailing at just the right moment. Roman had gone face-first into a tree trunk, and when he came to, half his upper teeth were gone, scattered somewhere in the snow.
The replacements were slightly too white, a shade off from the rest of his teeth.
At home, things were shifting.
Roger had started seeing a girl, Jocelyn. Roman hadn't met her yet, but he had heard enough about her at school to have an opinion.
One evening, after dinner, Roman found Gulshan in the living room, sitting in his chair with a stack of letters beside him. He was holding one of them, reading it over and over, his brow furrowed.
“I heard from an old friend,” he said, rubbing his forehead. “From Toronto.”
[Fragment: Letter_Toronto_opportunity.pdf appears in 1977 archives. Same letterhead. - weaver.exe]
[bookmark: _rumegd81l1qj]Chapter 8: Final Year of High School, Moose Jaw
With all the talk about Toronto, Roman did not expect to spend his final year of high school in Moose Jaw, Saskatchewan. None of them did.
Roger had left for the University of Toronto just months before, a decision that had rattled the family more than any of them had let on.
They all knew the real reason. Jocelyn.
Jocelyn. The girl none of them had met. 
Roger was starting anew, Roman had his first brush with ignorance.
The first time someone wrote a racial slur on his locker, "WOP" in thick red marker, he said nothing. The second time, he found out who did it and waited for him after school.
Fighting. Gulshan had his hands full. Doubly so, when he started getting female attention. He had shed the baby weight and had grown a jawline. 
 Roman had gone to prom twice.
The second after-party was in a field just outside of town, a massive bonfire glowing against the dark prairie sky. Someone had driven a car too far into the field and got stuck, and instead of helping, people climbed onto it, drinking, laughing, turning it into a monument to their recklessness.
When he got home that night, there was a letter waiting for him.
Acceptance to the University of Toronto.
He stared at it for a long time, the weight of it pressing into his hands. He thought about Roger, already there, already living a different life. 
Then he saw the second letter.
It was addressed to his father, from the same friend who had sent the job offer in Moose Jaw. 
[The second letter is blank in the archive. Or maybe it was never scanned. - K.]
Gulshan walked in, saw Roman holding his letter, and they locked eyes.
Neither of them spoke. 
Roman set his letter down. Gulshan did the same.
[System warning: Timeline integrity at 31%. Reality anchors failing. - weaver.exe]
[bookmark: _ezywbyuw8k2p]Chapter 9: Toronto
This time, moving didn't feel like an upheaval. It was a correction.
For once, the family wasn't scattering in different directions. They were, after years of separations and rerouted plans, going to be together again. Roger was already in Toronto, deep into his studies at U of T, still tangled up with Jocelyn. Meema had stopped trying to extract details from him. If Roger wanted to be secretive, let him. 
Gulshan had received the offer first, a letter that came thickly packed. A new Pine Ridge Psychiatric facility was opening in Toronto, and they wanted him to run it. Not just that, but the university was offering him a path to a PhD in psychology. At first, he had hesitated, but there was no real choice to make. 	Comment by Kiran Malik: Did we discuss his background in psychology yet?
The position would start in the spring. Roman and Meema would stay in Moose Jaw to finish his final year.
Roman picked up a job at an auction house, standing under the sharp fluorescents, holding up objects as bidders squinted at them from the crowd. He learned the rhythm of the auctioneer's voice and could predict when he’d stop to take a breath. The work wasn't hard, but it was tedious, and at the end of every shift, he felt a strange sense of detachment.
The only thing he took from that job, aside from the pay, was an orb-shaped lamp. It wasn't valuable, or particularly stylish, but there was something about its smooth glass that felt solid, grounding. He didn't know where he'd put it yet, but it was his.	Comment by Kiran Malik: Orb callback
When they arrived in Toronto, Roger picked them up from the airport. He looked different. It hadn't been that long since Roger visited in the summers and during reading weeks but his jaw and shoulders looked wider. “I’ve been swimming more”,  he said to no one as if anticipating a question. The city felt larger than anywhere else he had been. Probably because it was.
His first job in Toronto was with his dad at the new Pine Ridge facility. The official title meant nothing, some vague “gopher” role that boiled down to doing whatever needed to be done. 	Comment by Kiran Malik: Pine ridge callback
The patients weren't just mentally ill. Many were profoundly disabled. The first week, he watched a man slam his forehead repeatedly against the padded walls of his room, over and over again, as if trying to break through to another version of reality. Another woman had to be stopped from swallowing her own hair. There were people who shrieked without reason, people who didn't recognize their own reflections, people who had been discarded by the world.
There were other things, too. Things that disgusted him at first. The smell of urine soaked into the hallways, the way some patients smeared their own feces on the walls. The staff cleaned it up mechanically, like it wasn't worth being shocked by. And, eventually, Roman stopped being shocked by it too.	Comment by Kiran Malik: Puke and stuff with Elizabeth
It was hard to work in a place like that and maintain an ego.
Still, there were small moments that felt like something close to joy. One patient, a man in his forties would light up when Roman entered the room. He would grasp Roman's wrist with a strength that was almost painful and whisper, "Pomp." The first time, Roman didn't understand. The second and every time after that he didn’t either. Maybe he  just wanted to know someone was listening.
One day, the facility planned a field trip, a small excursion on the GO Train to Whitby. The goal was simple: to give the patients a sense of movement, to see the world beyond the institution. Roman wasn't sure they would understand what was happening.
Halfway through, one of the other counselors, a girl around his age, pulled him aside. Her face was pale, her hands clenched. He glanced down and saw why. She had bled through her white pants.
Without thinking, he shrugged off his Adidas track jacket and handed it to her. The one he’d saved two months paycheck for. She hesitated for only a second before tying it around her waist.
“Thank you,” she muttered, her face still red.
He nodded. She turned around and walked away.
He watched her go, feeling something unfamiliar settle in his chest.	Comment by Kiran Malik: What feeling is this? How can we callback to it?
[bookmark: _as5y4c7f9xfl]Chapter 10: University
September had this way of coming again each year, but this one was different than the last. He came out of the summer with the knowledge that one person was capable of making an impact. He was a real person, in the real world, doing real things.
The University of Toronto had a stellar academic reputation, globally recognized and indisputably the top school in Canada. Roman did not apply with it all figured out. He did not have his sights set on medicine, law, or any other career with a clear, prescriptive path and little variance. He just knew he liked to write and he liked computers.
Meema was understanding, though firm in her belief that he needed a degree. His father was harder on him, dragging him to information sessions hosted by the faculty of medicine. Roman ended up making a choice at the end of his first year that made even Meema a bit uneasy, computer science.
Predictably this upset his father, though Roman had trouble figuring out exactly why. His leading theory was that he saw his son entering a nascent field in deference to reputable, high-earning professions that were tested over time. The second theory was that he was starting to see less of himself in Roman. Hedging against the second, in any argument the following summer, Roman vowed to make an effort to hear his dad out earnestly. Oddly enough, considering his father's emotions felt unnatural. He wasn't a person after all, he was just Dad. The math professor, yet also the psychologist. Roman had to acknowledge there had to be more to his dad than he knew.
He had to remind himself that he was his father, respected professor, but he was also an immigrant, with all the coinciding mentalities regarding money, education, stability, and family. Most of which were impressively cast to fit in with Canadian ideals, while others were…still in the kiln.
The “discussions” escalated to arguments often. Roman came to expect them at the end of his 12-hour shifts at Alcan Inc., the aluminum company of Canada. 
Roman was old enough now to see that his father wasn’t infallible. And still young enough to think calling him on it was a good idea. The idolization had begun to stop in his penultimate year of high school when he was suddenly feeling free enough to launch quips about his father’s stuffy sweater vests and corduroy jackets. 
Gulshan, would tolerate them in silence until the precise moment that Roman would inevitably take it too far, as he was prone to doing, and would shut down any semblance of disrespect harshly, like a fearful king. This always left Roman feeling guilty. He loved his father, and it excited him to see him as a person, as someone he could eventually connect more with. The trouble was that he was still a teenager, and like a teenager, lacked tact. To Roman it wasn’t a respect thing; it wasn’t that serious at all. Over the last two formative summers, he grew in all ways, it was just that his confidence outpaced him. 
About mid-July the summer between his first and second years his father had softened his position computer science. Aware of the fact that he was mostly incapable of persuading his father by his own reasoning, he thought that this was likely a byproduct of eroding his will over time. Dripping water can hollow out stone, or something to that effect. He would like to think that his Dad got glimpses of his genuine passion for the field. It was impossible to miss how Roman’s eyes and face lit up when discussing the potential of  distributed networks, and their implications for science and academia. 
In his first year Roman’s courses were unfocused but had good coverage. He took the core sciences and maths: Biology, chemistry, physics, calculus, statistics, and even found room for psychology, astronomy, geology, and economics. His parents helped him finalize his curriculum and had veto power when he tried to slip in some sociology and anthropology classes (he had heard from an older neighbor that a lot of pretty girls took them). He was annoyed, but got over it quickly. Besides, they were paying for it.
Things were trending up, until the last week of July.
The day was burned into his head and body. It started like any other, at 5:45 AM, already exhausted. The air inside the Alcan plant was thick with heat and metal, a choking cocktail of molten aluminum, sweat, and something vaguely chemical that clung to the inside of his throat.
It had been a month and a half and he still hadn’t adjusted to the routine, seemingly never ending shifts.
At 6 AM, the casting line roared to life. Roman took his place, his mid-back was still stiff from yesterday, the line being slightly too low to stand up straight. He scraped the front of his steel-toed boots against the concrete floor to push his feet forward inside them. They were a size too big, and used, but his dad insisted they were a good deal.	Comment by Kiran Malik: Capitalize?
His job was simple in theory. Watch the conveyor, lift, stack, move. In the heat of the summer, it was less so.
The ingots were heavy, the pace was, as Roman would pick up from the men, “efficient” for a union job. Every minute, another slab of aluminum came down the line, glowing faintly from the cooling process, still radiating heat. His dad had suggested he get a job where he used his hands, and pulled some strings to get him on the line. The pay was good and he didn’t expect it to be comfortable, but the glowing metal slabs made him think that they were pulled from hell itself. He wondered if this was what his Dad intended for him to feel. Maybe as a repellent to this kind of work or as a way to subtly motivate him to think more critically about his future.	Comment by Kiran Malik: Do a callback to gulshans factory days : you have soft hands
He had heard him say to Roger, “you shouldn’t work a job that breaks down your body, not when you have the choice. With your brain, it is not a trade worth making…you don’t want to have trouble walking in your fifties or be one injury away from losing the ability to support your family. Work smarter not harder. But work hard, my son”. Gulshan was never so straightforward with Roman.
The men beside him were seasoned veterans of this brutality, and those that did not have the “choice”. They had done this work for decades, their bodies changed by labor, their lungs filled with dust and smoke. They had the permanent grimace and deep-lined faces of men who had seen too much of the same thing and slept too little.
“You’re movin’ too damn slow, college boy,” Jack, a middle-aged man with a face like cracked leather, grunted as he shoved an ingot into place. His hands were burned and calloused. Roman had never seen his nails not stained with grime.
“University, not college, you idiot”, Roman thought, but bit back the retort. He had learned early on that talking back was pointless, it wasted energy. These men weren’t here to mentor him. They didn’t care about his education, his future, or the fact that this was just a summer job. They saw him as a soft, temporary tourist to their misery. Someone who, as a novelty, was assuming their identity. Maybe they were right.
The shift dragged on. The heat in the plant was merciless. It thickened the air, turned sweat to salt, and made every breath feel like it was coming from the wrong end of a furnace. He could feel his white Hanes shirt sticking to his back, the fabric soaked through before breakfast. The fans overhead were a joke. Spinning just fast enough to remind the men what relief would feel like, but never actually delivering it.
By 10am, Roman was already counting the hours. His hands were raw from gripping metal, his shoulders tired from lifting. He still had eight hours to go.
Lunch came at noon. Not a real break, just thirty minutes on an overturned crate. The older guys cracked open Labatt Blues, sucking them down like water, the hiss of beer cans popping open punctuating their yelling. Some chewed tobacco, others smoked it. Roman learned not to speak on the guys taking small white pills and chasing them with black coffee. He didn’t know what they were for, but assumed something along the lines of painkillers or uppers. Anything to help them keep going.
“Kid, you’re lookin’ like shit,” one of them said, laughing too loudly through yellowed teeth. Mack, was his name.
“Feelin like shit,” Roman muttered,
“Yeah? Give it a decade.”
The men laughed, but there was no joy in it. Roman regretted saying anything in reply.
The afternoon was worse.
It happened fast. Too fast.
Derek, mid-forties, built like a fridge, was maneuvering an ingot when his glove caught in the hydraulic press. The machine didn’t care. 
His scream cut through the noise, raw, throaty, and primal, sending shivers down Roman's spine. He turned just in time to see the press spit out Derek's hand, two of his fingers nothing more than flattened pulp, blood pooling on the metal.
The floor boss barely blinked. He wrapped Derek’s hand in rags, muttering about getting him to the hospital. The others watched in silence, then went back to work.
By 3pm, the line was running again. Roman kept his head down, worked harder. The last three hours crawled by. His arms steadied but his hips ached, and every time he blinked, he thought about the mangled hand.
By 5:45pm, his vision was beginning to oscillate between states of focus.
At 6pm, the whistle blew. The men wiped their faces and left without a word. No goodbyes, no small talk. Just bodies shuffling out into the summer heat.
Roman followed, peeling off his gloves, drenched in sweat and dirt. His fingers trembled and he briefly considered getting a beer before talking himself out of it. He was just thirsty for something cold.
Tomorrow, he’d be back. The day after that, too.
But in a few more weeks, he’d leave this place behind. Go back to university, back to textbooks and theory and air-conditioned classrooms. He understood why the guys here hated him. He had a way out.
No matter how busy the bus was when he finished his shift, he found that no one crowded him. After being in the plant all day, he was surely unaware of the rank odours emanating off of him, but it was evident that no one else was.
If Roman had his doubts, they would be quickly put to rest by his mother ordering that he immediately take a shower or rinse off with the hose before dinner.
After the second week he stopped arguing with her and took to pool hopping on his way home from the bus stop. He hadn’t been caught yet, but did have a close run-in last week with a surprisingly ferocious black lab, which forced him to clumsily vault a chain link fence. It was difficult to explain to Meema how he had ripped the seat of his pants, but she mended them even if unconvinced by his haphazard explanation.
Today was less eventful and he made it home with his pants in one piece, or rather, hole-free. He sat down to a classic meal, one of his favorites actually, mixed vegetables in a meat-forward pasta sauce and sliced hot Italian sausage. On the side, a homemade focaccia bread, heavy on the olives. On the table was cold-pressed olive oil, balsamic, coarse salt, and, a Canadian influence, soft butter.
For as long as he could remember he loved this meal, though his tastes had changed over the years.
Now, the mixed veg was eggplant, tomato, celery, capers and olives cooked in a sweet and sour sauce with generous amounts of onion, garlic, and herbs. When he was younger, it was carrots, peas, peppers, and green beans with a simple tomato puree.
Then, the meat was chopped-up hot dogs. Now, it was a delicate and complex pork sausage with fennel, hot peppers, and hints of oregano, basil, and parsley.
Then, the bread was a generic white loaf or a day-old Batard. Now, it was whatever Meema felt up to making, sometimes a sourdough, sometimes a delicate but rich focaccia. The latter of which, still standing, he grabbed a thick slice of and began lathering it with the yellow butter. He pinched some salt on top and took a big bite. The salty, creamy, rich flavor coated his mouth and his eyes rolled back into his head. 
When his father and brother emerged from the garage muttering something about the car, Meema called on all of them to sit down and eat. They did, and even though Roman was hungrier than everyone else, Roger still managed to finish first. Apparently, he had committed to picking Jocelyn up from some book reading she was attending at a bookstore nearby. 
Meema rose to start washing up while Roman reached for another slice of bread, he dipped this one in oil, rather than smearing it with butter. Gulshan started, “Rome. There is something your mother and I wanted to talk to you about…”
Roman wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. His father sat across from him at the table, stiff-backed, hands folded, as if he were in a boardroom rather than his own kitchen. Meema cleared the dishes in silence. Roman had barely set the piece of bread down when Gulshan spoke again.
"I won't be paying for you to study computer science."
Roman blinked.
"Wait, what?" He sat up, suddenly wide awake.
His father adjusted his glasses, his expression unmoved. "It's not a real profession. You're too smart to waste your time on something with no future."
Roman’s stomach twisted. The conversation had been building all summer, but hearing it said outright was something else.
“You’re serious.” It wasn’t a question.
Gulshan sighed, “This is not medicine. Not law. Not engineering. What will you even do with this degree? Make toys for rich men? Work for some American company and hope you don’t get replaced by the next batch of fresh graduates?” He shook his head. “No. I won’t waste money on foolishness.”	Comment by Kiran Malik: Callback to success and why job is so important. To prove himself
Roman felt heat rising in his face, in his chest, but it wasn’t just anger. More like grief.
He thought about the Alcan plant, the men there. He thought about the way they looked at him, because they knew he didn’t belong there. Because he had a way out.
Only now, maybe he didn’t.
“So, what?” Roman leaned forward, voice measured, careful. “I study medicine, or I figure it out myself?”	Comment by Kiran Malik: Callback to shafer and meema
“You figure it out,” his father said, and there was no cruelty in it, just certainty.
Meema stopped stacking plates, a small, nervous movement. She wouldn’t argue, Roman knew that. She had her own quiet ways of supporting him, but they wouldn’t reach this far.
Roman let out a slow breath. His body still ached and he thought, at least, it was temporary.
All of a sudden, he wasn’t sure.
Since that conversation, he woke each morning with a gnawing sense of dread. Doubt had settled deep in his chest.
He resented his father for planting it. He had been so certain, so convinced that this technology would change everything, but losing his father’s support made that certainty feel fragile.
Should he take on another job to pay for school? But when? There weren’t enough hours in the day as it was. Should he just give in, study medicine, follow the safe path laid out for him? 
Maybe passion was a luxury. Maybe financial stability mattered more. Maybe his father was right, and he was clinging to something that wasn’t real…
No. 
No, he knew it was real. He reminded himself again of his father’s biases and resolved, nay vowed that he would not adopt them as his own.
That night, in his room, his mother dropped off a letter. He had been accepted into the student residence at the downtown campus. 
No more commuting to the satellite campus. 
He was moving out.
[Found: Residence_acceptance_letter.pdf - weaver.exe]
[bookmark: _10ho9tx7voyy]Chapter 11: The Dorm (2nd year - September)
Roman's dorm room was on the seventh floor of Innis Residence. His roommate, Jay, was a first-year engineering student from Markham who put a blueprint of the Millenium Falcon up on the wall.
Philosophy at 8 AM, astronomy labs until midnight, computer science whenever he could get time on the mainframe. It was the third week.
"Coming out tonight?" Brett lived three doors down, studied sociology, and introduced himself on day one. They played pool in the common area for three hours.
"I've got a problem set due—"
"Bro, It's Wednesday. Dollar beers."
"I don’t have a fake."
Brett held up two driver's licenses. "I'm twenty-three tonight. You're twenty-two. Your name is Andreas."
"Sounds Greek."
"You look Greek."
Dark hair, Roman nose (yes…), thick hair…
Jack’s was a dive. Sticky floors, a bouncer who knew their IDs were fake but didn't care as long as they “tipped”
"Four beers," Brett ordered.
"Four?"
"Two each. To start."
To finish, eight more each. Dancing until the world became blurry.
He didn't remember the walk back. He remembered the RA, Ariana, standing in the hallway at 2 AM.
"You're drunk."
"No shit." The words came out before he could stop them.
"That's a write-up."
"Fair."
He made it to his room, to the garbage can, before the beer came back up. 
[bookmark: _5ytv1ztk3koc]Chapter 12: The Dental Students (October)
The party was in a house on Huron Street, hosted by third-year dental students who had too much money and too little supervision.
Roman went because Brett knew a girl from his hometown, Oshawa, who knew a guy.
The house was clean, but the basement was unfinished, and packed.
Three kegs were tapped and the speakers were so loud, the paper over the drywall rattled.
"Try this," someone handed Brett a balloon.
"What is it?" 
"Nitrous."
"Like... laughing gas?"
"Not like laughing gas. It is aughing gas."
Roman watched Brett inhale, hold, exhale. Medical-grade party favors. Only in Toronto.
He tried it. The world went soft at the edges, sounds stretched like taffy.
"Where'd you even get this?" Brett asked the host, Joshua.
"Clinic. They don't inventory it properly."
"Isn't that—"
"Theft? Ha! Yea."
By midnight, someone had called the cops about the noise. Everyone scattered. Roman ran through backyards, jumping fences, still slightly high.
[bookmark: _8exmra42h2tf]Chapter 13: The Punchcard Incident (November)
Computer Science at U of T, anywhere really, meant punch cards. Hundreds of them, carefully ordered, each one representing a line of code. Drop your stack, and you might as well drop the course.
Roman was in the computer lab at 3 AM, feeding cards into the mainframe, when he noticed someone at his workstation.
"Hey buddy, those are mine."
The guy, tall, medium build, wearing a t-shirt with a hammer and popsicle, didn't look up. "They were just sitting here."
"With my name on them."
"Doesn't matter now, does it?" He was copying them.
"Put them down."
The guy finally looked up. "Or what?"
Roman felt that familiar heat, the same one from the plant when the workers called him college boy.
"Or I’ll bring over the lab supervisor."
"Whatever, WOP"
Roman felt Moose Jaw swell up inside him. He stepped forward, fists clenched. Then he felt a hand on his shoulder. His classmate, Paul.
“I’ll take this one, he’s been fucking with me all semester.”
Roman recognized the fire in his eyes.
Paul, thirty pounds lighter and six inches shorter stepped up to him.
“If it isn’t the little Jew bo--”
Paul hit the guy before he finished his sentence. Not well, not cleanly, but with enough force to send cards flying everywhere. They fought among the scattered punch cards, two idiots throwing terrible punches while thousands of dollars of computer equipment hummed around them.
Security broke it up. Both got written up. 
Roman earned a B+. Paul earned his respect.
[bookmark: _fmdha4u1mz8o]Chapter 14: Spring Semester - February
By second semester, Roman knew which bars didn't card, which parties to avoid, which TAs would accept late assignments.
He was sitting in the common room eating stale pretzels from the cafeteria when the RA approached.
"You've been written up six times this year."
"Lucky number seven?"
"Roman, you're going to get kicked out of residence."
He shrugged.
She sat down. "Why are you like this?"
"Like what?"
"Self-destructive."
He looked away, popping another pretzel into this mouth.
"You know," Ariana said, "you're smart enough to not need to be such an idiot."
"Sure," Roman agreed. "But where's the fun in that?"
[bookmark: _y127jt784mfk]Chapter 15: Third Year
Roman moved out of residence after the seventh write-up became eight. Ariana tried to warn him (again), but the combination of hosting a "punch card funeral pyre" and an incident with a visiting professor's daughter meant the decision was out of her hands.
He found a basement apartment near Spadina with Brett and Jay. They called it the trap house.
Computer Science got harder. "Compiler Design" and "Operating Systems" sounded manageable until you realized you were essentially rebuilding civilization from scratch every assignment. Roman spent more time in the computer lab than the apartment, partly for the mainframe access, partly because the lab had heat that actually worked.
He drank like a coder now. Beer while in the lab, whiskey during all-nighters. The philosophy minor happened accidentally when he realized he'd taken enough courses "for fun" that he only needed two more for the credential.
[bookmark: _madzx6wf2uwn]#
In the summer, his father started coming around to the computer science degree when IBM hired three new graduates from Roman's program at starting salaries higher than assistant professors made.
"The market is speaking," Gulshan said over dinner, as if he'd been supporting this path all along.
Roman nodded and said nothing.
He started freelancing, creating inventory management software for small businesses. Twenty dollars an hour, cash. It wasn't glamorous, mostly fixing broken BASIC programs some owner's nephew had written, but it meant he could afford more (but not better) beer and occasionally buy textbooks instead of photocopying used ones at 2 AM. It also gave him more time to start writing.
[bookmark: _4tpeh3nwohd1]Chapter 16: Fourth Year, Fall
Suddenly everyone was suddenly concerned about "prospects" and "trajectories." The computer lab conversations shifted from proofs to salary negotiations.
Roman was top ten percent in his class, which meant he got three job offers by December. Ogivar was the lowest paying but their hiring manager was the only one who hadn't asked why his transcript showed a two-year gap between Philosophy 201 and 301.
"Can you code?" he had asked.
"Yea."
"Can you talk to clients without making them feel stupid?"
"Usually."
"Can you start in May?"
"I can start tomorrow."
"Graduate first. You’re not that good."
[bookmark: _cjfns0d7zxfw]#
The Spring semester was a formality. Roman had enough credits to graduate, job lined up, apartment lease ending. He went through the motions.
He spent his actual energy elsewhere. Reading business books at the library. Learning COBOL from a stolen manual. Writing short stories about nothing.
The university sent multiple letters about graduation ceremony details. Roman tossed them.
Brett had gotten into law school and already looked the part: clean shaven, proper haircut.
The last night in their apartment, they drank the only bottle of liquor they had left: Jagermeister. After a few shots they started mixing it with the only juice they had left: Mango nectar. 
All three of them blacked out.
[bookmark: _fc3vmonb384d]Chapter 17: The Gap
Roman didn't attend his own graduation.
The ceremony was on a Tuesday. He had a job interview at Ogivar that morning. The hiring manager had specifically said Tuesday was the only day that worked.
His mother was upset. His father said nothing.
"Four years for what? To not even walk across the stage?" Meema had said, holding his degree when it arrived in the mail two weeks later. Bachelor of Science, Computer Science, with a minor in Philosophy.
"I got the job," Roman said carefully.
"That's not the point."
He'd spent the two weeks between his last exam and starting at Ogivar, sleeping until noon, eating his mother's food, and continuing to teach himself COBOL. 
[bookmark: _7yrkro9pjyq1]Chapter 18: Ogivar, Fall 1986
He was well accustomed to this feeling and wouldn’t recognize himself without it.
Not quite mania…
He thought, visualizing the page in his psych 1000 textbook. 
Less intense…anxiety disorder? No…
Trying to put words to it: 
Light, quick, energized, 
but also…
Frantic, hollow, uneasy.
The streetcar squeaked along the rails, and made a short turn that queued him to table the matter for now. Irrelevant anyway he supposed, because the feelings he became so expectant of were not going anywhere, anytime soon. He was fine with it, it saved him a lot of money on coffee.
It was a Fall morning. 9:02am. The subway station was close to where he needed to be. He stepped off, backpack jostling with each step as he started South before correcting himself and re-oriented North towards Toronto’s Hospital Row. 
He quickened his pace, feeling the energy return of his rubber-soled classic Reebok Clubs, suddenly aware of the feeling of his Levi’s brushing against the hairs of his legs. Up top, a white button down dress shirt, oxford style, open collar, underneath a heavy, but slightly small grey-brown tweed sports jacket, his dad’s, sans-elbow patches. 
He wasn’t a banker, so he didn’t have to dress like one – power suits with padded shoulders just made him look boxy, anyway. In tech, if your socks matched and your shirt was clean-pressed and stainless you were basically Paul Newman.
His first meeting was in twenty minutes. It was the first deal he sourced since starting three months ago. Selling new work was not part of the job description but his father had always told him that, ‘the only way to get promoted to the job you want, is to start doing it now’. A career academic Roman filtered through his corporate advice with a cheesecloth. 
He stepped into the office building complex across from Toronto General Hospital. Took the elevator to the 6th floor, home to the satellite office of the Montreal-based IBM PC Compatible manufacturer, Ogivar Technologies, Inc. He checked his Seiko timepiece. 
Ten minutes early.
The Seiko A158, was a digital watch with a stainless steel case, chosen to stand out and provide a bit of shine to Roman’s thin and usually naked wrists. The wrists, not the watch, a ‘gift’ from his father.
It had the added benefit of being water-resistant. This made sense because his dive instructor recommended it when he was getting scuba certified in July. Roman’s favourite thing about it was how well it served as a conversation starter at Cameron House and El Mocambo.
The exact dive watch model his instructor touted was about two to three times out of his price range. If he couldn’t get waterproof, water resistant would have to do for now. 
Three minutes.
He went to push open the glass door to their fishbowl boardroom, negotiating with it until realizing it was a pull. Some tension that he was unaware of left his shoulders when he saw only his manager, Drew arranging some papers on the table. He exhaled, nodded, and slipped out a quick “hey”. Roman whipped his bag around to his belly so he could retrieve the sales materials he had printed at Staples the night before. The small details he considered then, seemed almost inconsequential now. Almost thirty minutes of wasted time spent on deciding whether to use sheet protectors and choosing between portfolio folders and duo-tangs. 
He put a black duo-tang in front of every empty seat, clasped his hands together and shook some nervousness out of his arms and legs, adjusting his cuffs to let just the right amount of his white dress shirt show. “Ready?”, Drew asked, cocking an eyebrow.
“Always”, Roman replied, lying, of course. 
[bookmark: _ks8elcrtykcf]Chapter 19: The First Deal, Fall ‘86
The three heavy-set men were exactly what Roman expected from hospital administrators: gray suits, tired eyes, the obvious slouch.The woman, however, was different. Sharp eyes, taking notes before anyone had said anything.
"Gentlemen, Ms. Yates," Drew started, "Thanks for coming in today. And for considering Ogivar for your system upgrade."
Roman smiled to the group. Mind on his body language.
"This is Roman, our systems architect. He'll be walking you through the proposal."
He stood. "Toronto General's current system runs on a DEC PDP-11, which was revolutionary... in 1975."
One of the men chuckled. 
"What we're proposing isn't just an upgrade. It's a complete reimagining of how patient data moves through your system."
He flipped open the duo-tang.
"IBM compatibility means you're not locked into a single vendor. It means competition. It means when I tell you we can cut your processing time by 70%, you can verify that with any other IBM-compatible manufacturer."
Yates looked up.  "And the migration of existing data?"
"Automated. We've written a conversion protocol that—"
"You wrote it?"
"I wrote it."
She made a note. 
The meeting went for two hours. By the end, his shirt was moist under the armpits. But they were interested. 
After they left, Drew clapped him on the shoulder. "Not bad”
"Thanks."
"Yates seemed impressed."
"Did she?"
"She asked for your direct line."
[bookmark: _b9wx4om592q1]Chapter 20: The Close, Dec ‘86
The deal closed. His first real commission check. Enough to pay rent for three months. He was safe. For now.
He celebrated at the Cameron House with Brett, Drew and some other guys from work. The bar was exactly what you'd expect from Queen West: sticky floors, local art on the walls, rude bartenders.
The beer had gone off.
A girl at the bar noticed his watch. The new one, a proper Seiko diver he'd bought that afternoon.
"You dive?" she asked.
"Got certified last summer."
"Where?"
"Tobermory. You?"
"I don't dive. I just like guys who take risks."
[bookmark: _q30cli2nks3h]Chapter 21: Growing Pains (1987)
By January, Roman was Ogivar's top seller under 25. Not a big accomplishment, there were only three of them.
He got a desk by the window. Drew started asking his opinion in meetings. His father called it a “real job”.
He moved into his own place, a studio in the Annex above a used bookstore. He set up his computer, a Commodore 64 he'd bought secondhand, on a desk by the window. The bookstore's neon sign cast red light across his keyboard at night. It felt like living in a movie about a young professional making it in the big city.
Fitting.
The feeling, that unnamed anxiety-energy that had powered him through university, was still there. But now it had focus. 
[bookmark: _mc17t5sn71b3]Chapter 22: The Introduction, Feb ‘87
Roman had been riding high on the hospital deal for three months. 
Which is why, when his colleague, Lucas, one of the three guys under twenty-five, suggested drinks at a new place in Kensington, Roman didn't hesitate.
"It's supposed to be full of artsy types," Lucas said. "Dancers, musicians, the whole thing."
"Since when do you care about artsy types?"
"Since they started looking like that…” he gestured across the bar.
The building was exactly what Roman expected. Exposed brick, Edison bulbs, bartenders with suspenders and the hats kids wore to sweep chimneys in Victorian times.
But what he didn't expect was her.
She was sitting alone at the bar, reading. Actually reading, in a bar. Dark hair pulled back, wearing all black.
"Don't," Lucas said, following his gaze.
"Don't what?" Roman winked.
He ordered two beers and approached.
"One's for my friend," he said, setting them down near her book. "But he abandoned me for some blonde girl."
She looked up. Blue eyes, piercing.
"Sounds like an intellectual"
"He’s well read, we just have diverging interests."
She almost smiled. 
"What about you? Is this beer wasted on you?”
This time she did smile. Closed her book - Sartre.
Of course.
“A beer is never wasted on me.” she said.
“I’m Roman.”
"Michelle”
"Roman…Roman like the empire?"
"My parents were ambitious."
[bookmark: _6ptedabbuexr]Chapter 23: The Entire Relationship (8 months later)
It all happened so fast. Not just the end but the entire thing, really.
That Spring was the planetary nursery, a dense interstellar cloud. Neither of them able to make sense of it, both left to helplessly watch their own emotions swirl like cosmic gases. 
“I had no plans on a relationship, then after I met you, I knew for sure I wanted you to be my boyfriend”, Michelle had told him in June, four months after they met. The memory made him wince, pained on two accounts. 
First, at his simple response to something so well meaning, 
“Really? I honestly thought you didn’t like me that much…I wasn’t even sure if I would see you again after the bar”
Second, at the realization that Michelle, “Chel”, as Roman called her, had once been so sweet to him. 
The pace, breakneck. The lifetime, fixed, like that of a protostar. Once they started spinning, they fused. Whatever it was, consumed them both. Their summer, a super massive red giant – a blur of sun-kissed skin, sweat, and limitless heat that lasted every part of each day and night. Both of them getting far more than they had thought themselves receptive to. All of it, intense, in silence and when words flowed. Over the course of seven months, they had resolved to, but never did, watch a single movie or TV show. Talking to her was both the easiest and hardest thing in the world.
She teased that she was only looking for a light-hearted summer fling, until he just had to come along and ruin her plans. It was a pleasant notion for Roman, that he was more than a passing fancy, and she always punctuated the end of her statement with something profound, vaguely poetic, “...but seriously, I am so grateful that I met you when I did. Our timing could not have been any more perfect.”
The irony of this statement later became obvious as they hopelessly and blindly recited it back to one another, eager to show how much she meant to him and he meant to her without having to use more powerful, frightening words. He chose not to focus on that, instead appreciating her vulnerability.
Chel was guarded. That was no secret to her or anyone else. She had good reason to be, he’d learn.
In the early days, unsure of where this would go or what it would become, he was content to address things as they bubbled up to the surface. The occasional stabbing remark, the unusually long gaps between thoughts. The former he tried not to take personally; she had related her past to him. She was raised to know words as weapons, things capable of cutting and slicing. That she could use them to inflict wounds. Wounds that would need tending to. And while that was happening, it would mean the focus would be momentarily off her. Self-defense. 
They saw each other more often. Individuality was sacrificed in degrees, consciously, in the pursuit of something with meaning. Tolls taken on both sides. Peripheral vision lost. Sucked into the highs and lows, addicted to the delta. Silence while they walked. ‘I miss you’s’ when apart. When they did meet up, they agreed to just “be together” and enjoy the time…then spent it all in a locked tension. 
Her past transmuted their relationship into a triad of mystery, fear, and careful excavation for Roman. He saw that she was hurting, and that he was the catalyst, but not the root cause. His grace was an act of kindness sometimes, but shamefully, not always. If he misspoke specifically enough, he had the power to shift her tectonic plates, shaking the very ground upon which she stood. Hours would pass where few words were exchanged, but tears and emotions flowed freely. Her face telling stories her mouth refused to. 
These excavations were difficult on Roman. He hated seeing her in pain, even if she reassured him constantly that it was a good thing for her, a “sign of growth”. She told him that he had the power to bring these things to the surface, forcing her to examine, analyze and contend with them. She said she was grateful again, and he believed her…shocked, confused, worried and stunned each time. Those emotions replaced one another seamlessly in a never-ending cycle perpetuated by the silence between them.
Then, she was grateful. Later, less so.
By August, “Love” she claimed, “of a type I have never experienced”
As is the habit of anyone who talks too much, largely to fill the deafening silence he was so unaccustomed to, he had been rude at times, careless as well, but he never meant to hurt her intentionally. Yet, he had to contend with the fact that he did and would, more often than either would have ever anticipated. Did the precarious position of her tectonic plates play a defining role? Roman was sure it did, the primary reason why he resolved to keep an open mind and help her through each episode with as much grace and care as he could manage.
It became “as he could manage” because soon it was obvious to him that the field ahead of him was littered with hazards. He tiptoed between landmines, taut and alert. The frequency at which they saw each other meant no time for the soldier to rest. He operated carefully, doing his best, but it was inevitable that he would falter. His foot would hit a trip wire or his bleary eyes would trick him into thinking his next step was on solid ground. If he didn’t have his legs cut out from under him, he would find himself sinking lower and lower in the quicksand.
Their red giant had gone supernova and collapsed into a neutron star. He had never had the space or time to consider the possibility that he was not always the problem. It was not his fault, nor hers, he thought. They were overwhelmed by something so new and powerful that they were blinded. Neither had the perspective to see the whole body, nor the perspicuity to pluck the tumor. It was no one's fault. Was it?
She was sick in love, he was sick.
What they had once given parts of themselves to build, was dissolving like a cup of sugar forgotten outside in the rain. Still sweet, it eventually spilled over the edge and became polluted by the grime of the natural, outside world. To rebuild it would mean cannibalizing oneself in the service of something tenuous. 
The burdens were too much for Roman and the pains, growing, overwhelmed Michelle. When the decision to part had to come to bear, abetted by a bottle and a half of wine on a chilly October night, Rome agreed solemnly that it was the right thing to do.
[bookmark: _8w66wvbtnc9g]Chapter 24: The Fallout
The aftermath was an implosion. Introspection.
To Roman, loneliness was always an empty room, dark, with a silhouette of someone sitting huddled in its corner. 
But through her, he learned that real loneliness was sitting across from someone who was supposed to know you, supposed to see you, and feeling invisible. Being with them and thinking that it would be easier to be alone than to feel their absence.
Real loneliness isn’t a condition, it’s cruelty. How someone could be right there, breathing the same air, sleeping beside you, touching your hand, and yet be unreachable in all the ways that mattered?
Maybe it was because she didn’t know how? Maybe it was because he didn’t make it easy? Maybe it was because she thought his silences meant ‘I need space’ when really, they meant ‘I need you to try harder’.
Questions remained questions. Unanswered. And pain morphed to resentment. Sharp and fast. Not for her actions, her inactions. The way she would listen without leaning in, nod without reaching out.
Maybe if he asked outright, she would have tried harder. Maybe he owed her that much. 
But wasn’t that the problem? That he had to ask? That it wasn’t instinct? That loving him wasn’t the same thing as understanding him?
And wasn’t it worse to feel alone with someone than to just be alone?
That was the thought he couldn’t shake. Even now. And then, the thought that haunted when he lay awake beside her, staring at the ceiling while she slept. When he walked ahead of her on the sidewalk because he didn’t feel like slowing down. When he imagined a future and saw himself standing in it, without her.
Because, it wasn’t even that she didn’t love him.
It was just that she didn’t love him the right way.
And that, he was starting to realize now, was the same thing as not being loved at all.
[bookmark: _9pek54daaty4]Chapter 25: Back together (Oct 21, 1987)
He sat in his living room, staring directly ahead, a Iain Banks book open, face up on his lap. Eyes long adjusted to the darkness, the pale glow from the streetlight made it just bright enough to read the words on the page, though not comfortably. Gone over the same section four times now, the words were meaningless.
It was too late to be thinking about this, but it wasn’t like he had a choice. Thoughts had a way of making themselves comfortable when the world got quiet.
It was the twenty-first of October, exactly one week since they broke it off. Then she reached out…and they decided to try again. 
He knew this second time around wasn’t going to be easy for her. He knew she needed reassurance that he was still in this. She might have suggested getting back together, but he was the one who revealed to her that his needs weren’t being met when they were together. It was a surprise for her. She never considered for a moment that he might not have been happy.
Could he even provide such reassurance? Maybe not.
He had always taken the role of initiator. Every conversation, every time he brushed her hair behind her ear, every time he reached for her hand first. It was so embedded in their dynamic, it would be invisible to her.
She was always tearing herself apart trying to find ways to comfort herself in him. He could feel it in the way she looked at him, searching his face for something unsaid, something hidden. In the pauses before she spoke, the hesitation before she let herself relax into him. In the questions she didn’t ask directly but hung in the air like humidity. 
Do you love me? Are you sure? 
He was starting to feel like a suspect in his own relationship. Like he had to constantly prove his innocence, that he wasn’t just here out of obligation or some misplaced sense of kindness. 
She wanted comfort but wouldn’t reach for it. Wanted to feel safe but questioned every hand he extended. She was shivering in the cold, but when he handed her a coat, she stared at it like it was a trick.
And how do you help someone who won’t let you? And how long can stand out in the cold with them before you freeze yourself?
He exhaled sharply, rubbing his temples, frustration simmering under his skin. It wasn’t fair, to either of them. The longer this went on, the more he could feel it settling in his bones: that slow, creeping resentment. It was small now, just a whisper, but he knew how these things worked. She had taught him. Given time, it would grow into something too heavy to carry.
But she wouldn’t see that part. She wouldn’t see why. If he ever got tired enough to stop reaching for her, she wouldn’t recognize it as the consequence of months of trying to hold something together that only one of them believed in fully.
No, she would just think. 
See? I knew you never really wanted me.
Roman closed his eyes. The thought alone was enough to make him feel sick.
He shifted under the covers, flipping onto his side, willing his body to shut down before his mind could start up again. But his thoughts were already tangled, looping back over the same worries, the same frustrations, over and over until they blurred together.
Eventually, exhaustion took him.
Sleep came in fits and starts. Shallow, restless. He drifted in and out, surfacing just enough to register the unease pressing against his ribs. He dreamt of running toward something, but the ground kept shifting beneath him, pulling him back. A familiar weight settled in his chest.
Even in sleep, he was still trying and failing.
When he woke, he added to his novel: An Ordinary Life. 
[bookmark: _s91lbtxiswgv]An Ordinary Life by Roman
"Do you really mean that?"
Rebecca asked in the sweetest tone, but silently checked for a tell in his voice or any flicker of insincerity in his face. When they had first started dating, he thought it was a thing she did to be charming, a performance of humility, like she couldn’t possibly believe that someone had complimented her. Now, Ewan knew it to be something different. It had happened so often that he had begun bracing for it. 
It was painful to have her second-guess his words, as if she thought she wasn’t worthy of them. As if someone had told her she wasn’t.
"Really, you think so?"
It happened when he told her she looked beautiful. When he said he loved the way she thought. When he whispered that he missed her, even if they had just seen each other the day before. The words were simple. Honest. But she holds them in her hands like something delicate, something suspect. Turning them over, inspecting them from every angle, waiting to find the flaw.
And it makes him wonder…when did she start doubting the things people told her? Or was it just him?
Ewan had never given her a reason to distrust him. He was sure of that. He was careful with his words, not the type to say things just to say them. Not the type to throw out empty flattery like pennies into a fountain. So why did she always hesitate? Why did she make him prove it?
It festered, the question. He tried to figure it out and always arrived at the same place.
A transformative experience for her. An experience that she approached with a quiet reverence and softness. 
Her ex-boyfriend, likely. At least that’s what she told him.
The one who lied to her. The one who betrayed her. The one who looked her in the eye, told her one thing, and did another. The one she still speaks of like he is a ghost she has learned to live with, rather than one laid to rest.
And Ewan wonders: does she doubt his words because she learned, once upon a time, that words mean nothing? Did she love a man who made promises with the same mouth he used to break them? Did she spend too long in the arms of someone who could look at her with both devotion and deceit in the same breath?
She says she has forgiven him. That she had wholly forgiven him.
He doesn’t believe her.
Not because she is lying, but because she is trying too hard to convince herself that it is true. 
And maybe that’s the real problem.
Maybe it’s not that she doesn’t believe Ewan. Maybe she just doesn’t know how to believe anymore.
Maybe forgiveness is just a word she tells herself, a spell she chants in hopes it will exorcise the past. Maybe she wants to believe she has let go, the way a bird in a cage wants to believe the door is open.
It’s not that he thinks that Rebecca would still be interested in having him in her life in any romantic or otherwise meaningful way. No. But he does believe that part of the girl who was brutalized by his lies and manipulation wants acknowledgement.
Maybe that’s why she still carries the ghost of another man’s mistakes into every room, why she looks at Ewan like he might be wearing a mask he will one day rip off to reveal something monstrous underneath.
Maybe it has nothing to do with him at all.
But.
How is he supposed to love someone who won’t let herself be free?
[bookmark: _84qgf2od0gzs]Chapter 26: Post-Break Up Relief (Mid November, 1987)
Roman’s lease was up for his spot in the Annex. Lucas had given him a great lead for an apartment at Yonge and Eglington. The price was right and it overlooked the Belt Line. He snapped it up immediately. 
Roman didn’t trust himself, or rather, the way he was feeling. He was up when everything and everyone else was telling him he should be down. 
That is the only appropriate way to feel after a break up isn’t it? 
Today marked three weeks from when he and Michelle had tried to make it work again.  They fell apart in ten days, Halloween. The same story as always. Alcohol activated.
To get his mind off it, for the first time ever he agreed to get a beer after work with Lucas, who was desperate to share his love of historic ales. 
‘You’re going to LOVE the pine and elderberry flavors. They are both spiced lagers and I picked them special and they both are made using traditional brewing methods and they both…’ he gleamed, Roman tuning him out but smiling to feign attention and not discourage him. Maybe a part of him was looking forward to it too.
It was when he woke up the day after, not hungover, but head feeling a bit lighter than normal that he finally gave himself the time to take inventory of himself. He was sleeping better, head was clearer, stomach was untwisted, and he had noticeably more energy. Whereas before he was mechanically executing his daily tasks, he was now gliding through the day like a graceful water strider.
Sure, he thought of her, but what surprised him enough to elicit feelings of guilt was the fact that they were not accompanied by pain, but…was it relief? Yes, that is what it was, relief.
Roman had always thought relief accompanied the cessation of bad things, yet he had no regret for seeing it through to its end. This, he reasoned, was probably the root of his confusion.
Maybe there are some things we just don’t get a good answer to.
With a mental shrug, he went back to his work, knowing that he would be ok. A warm appreciation washed over him, and his mind, now unblocked and open to all possibilities, starting itching with what he would do next, when he would do it, with who, and how.
[bookmark: _6imwc9fbbvwz]#
Later that week Roman met Brett at The Cameron House for a drink. Brett shared the trait with Roman of looking younger than his years. Because of this, Roman did not bother transferring his wallet from his pants to his work bag, suspecting he would need easy access to his ID upon arriving at the bar. Every second counted when beers were on the line.
Lips loosened by a Guinness then three vodka sodas, Roman told Brett what had happened between him and Michelle most recently. To Roman’s relief, he stayed quiet until he got everything out, rarely interrupting, only to get clarity or additional details. Rome could tell he was skeptical about how “well” Roman was purporting to be and cautioned him about a relapse. Coming from a place of wisdom and experience, and sounding a touch condescending, mind you, Brett explained that “in most relationships the first few break ups usually don’t stick, no matter how “fundamental” the differences are”.
The use of his own words against him was bristling at first, but the three vodka sodas and reminder to himself of his colleagues' good intentions allowed him to instantly forget it. 
‘Maybe’, Roman said, ‘but I honestly think that this one might be different’
‘Hey, well let’s hope so’, Brett encouraged, ‘otherwise…’, Brett rubbed his hands together and smiled menacingly.
‘Yea…let’s hope it doesn’t come to that’, Roman replied, catching the meaning. 
The day after they broke up, Roman had called Brett to talk it through. When he explained to him how his multiple month-long stomachache had just suddenly vanished, Brett mentioned he would slap him hard across the face if he ever got back with Michelle adding, “look, she may have been a nice girl most of the time, but sometimes it is hard to see how much the little things can add up. Stress like that can really affect you physically, especially when you don’t get a break from it.”
Roman considered his words using the pause to offer, “yea we did see each other most days of the week…”, trailing off quietly.
Brett picked up his thought again, “but trust me, you will see how much these hands can do if you decide to willingly subject yourself to that again:. The short laugh at the end of it, doing little to undercut the seriousness of his warning. Brett did not want Roman to do anything that would cause himself harm and expressed his concern the only way young men know how, with the threat of further violence.
Roman, understanding this form of communication well, smiled on his end of the receiver. Chuckling he said, ‘thanks buddy, now any incentive I might have had to relapse is definitely gone’
‘Happy to be of service’, Brett replied, followed by the familiar click sound that signified the end of their conversation.
[bookmark: _bi42i5fblkle]#
It hadn’t been that long at all, but Michelle was starting to feel like a relic of Roman’s past. He found not only that the risk of him “relapsing” was approaching zero, but that he also was hardly thinking of her at all.
The crippling fear that he may be numbing himself to cope offered itself as a possibility, but he was unwilling to contend with it at the current moment. 
He was on the phone with his brother for their weekly catch-up call. He reigned back in his wandering mind to focus on his brother’s pitch. Something about an autonomous pharmacy and custom medication blister packs. It seemed every time they talked, he had some new venture he wanted Roman to bring up to the managing director at his firm, “just to put it on his radar”.
Changing the subject, Roman jumped in to ask about their dad, though the interjection felt more abrupt through the phone than it probably would have been face-to-face.
“Uh, yea, he’s fine”, Roger said, but Rome had heard from his mother that he was working too much and was wearing himself out. He was worried but wouldn’t likely get anything useful from Roger. 
“Ok good, I mean, I guess I’ll see him soon enough anyways. He’s supposed to scout out some investment properties with me next week…by the way, are we still on for this weekend?” Roman asked.
“Yea, meeting at mine before the bar, like eight-ish probably,” Roger said.
“Great”, Roman replied.
“You bringing anyone?” Roger asked.
“No”, he said, feeling an unexpected twinge in his chest.
[bookmark: _4rrf0l2nntt]Chapter 27: Roger’s Pre
Two days later, Roman stood in the hallway of his apartment at 7:45pm, trying to make the right choice of footwear for a night out in early December.
Cold, but not wet. But, what if it snowed?
Weighing the tradeoff of wet feet against the weight of his brown, heavy boots, the unpleasantness of the former won out. Roger lived twenty-five minutes away and he would be late even if he left that very second.
His hair was still wet from the shower, towel dried, but intentionally so as to hold its shape when he slicked it backwards out of his face. It was hardly below freezing outside anyway, a break from the brutal few days leading up to the weekend.
He was walking, his plastic shopping bag hung off his shoulder like a tote, a look slightly too feminine for his taste, but exceedingly practical and sparing of his muscles over the long trek. His precious cargo: Eight miller lites, an amount that would keep him properly lubricated for at least the first three quarters of the night.
To his surprise, the condescending, paternal voice in his head chiding him not to drink so much belonged to Roger, not his father. Roger, who had been dating the same girl since the end of high school, had become something of an old man in his twenty-six years. A shame.
There were many times where he made this observation known to his older brother, usually with less tact and sensitivity than he had intended. His comments had come across as disparaging to his long-time girlfriend, Jocelyn, and he couldn’t always say in earnest that he did not mean them to. As Roger’s brother, he was a lot less careful with his words than perhaps he should have been. 
Roman did not mind the head winds for the first twenty minutes of the walk eastward…
At least it kept his hair in place. 
He did mind, however, the sudden change of direction in the last ten minutes, which blew strands all over his face and created stragglers that jutted out around the sides of his head. Already at Roger’s building, he used the glass of the ground floor window as a mirror to make his adjustments. Fifteen seconds in he realized that the security guard manning the front desk was peering directly at him from the other side. Roman let out a nervous laugh and went in the front door. 
The guard’s name was Sammy, and he knew Roman, not by name, but by association. It was easy to place him when he would be with Roger, but alone, it always took Sammy a second to remember who he was. Roman, a bit embarrassed by the window-mirror debacle, made it easy on him and said he was here to visit Roger, suite eleven-O-two. 
“He is expecting you, go on up”, Sammy said after a few seconds of checking the building’s computer system. It must have been a new complex, Roman had never seen a digitized system like that before. 
Cool.
Rome brought the plastic bag off of his shoulder and stabbed at the button in the elevator marked “eleven” in chipped black paint. He occupied his fingertips with the tab of one of the beer cans and smiled politely at the other riders as the lift picked them up at floors six and eight.
As the doors opened to this destination floor, he tried to use the sound of music to help indicate which direction he should go, but he couldn’t hear anything. First turning right, he realized the numbers were odd and ascending, so he doubled back and followed the opposite side of the wall until he located “eleven-O-two”. Knocking, he was greeted by his brother, Jocelyn, all five feet and seven inches of her, behind him, half hidden by his bulk.
Roger welcomed him in and took his coat, politely indicating where he could put his boots after he took them off. Jocelyn gave him a pleasant, but fake smile and short greeting that told him that she did it for Roger’s benefit. Roman did the same, also for Roger’s benefit. Spying the grocery bag, Roger asked if he would like him to put his drinks in the fridge, an offer that Roman accepted.
“Nice of you to bring enough drinks for all of us”, Jocelyn slid in, examining the contents of the bag, “...or were all eight beers for you?”
Roman smiled, recognizing the bait. Roger confided to Roman once that Jocelyn had been trying to push him to spend less time with his little brother, citing Roman’s predilection for drinking, “a bad influence”. Roman laughed and chided back that she just didn’t want Roger realizing that tearing it up with his friends at a bar could be more fun than a mid-grade bottle of wine and a puzzle. Her commentary now, was an extension of the discussion they had. Her, unaware that Roman was privy to it.
Not biting, Roman replied, “go help yourself!”, and flashed a cheesy, but genuine-enough toothy grin. It’s funny how changing one word of that sentence would express how he really felt about her. He also finds it amusing that she tries to get on him for his partying when it is clear he has it under control. Ironically, the only time he thinks he could use a drink is when she is around.
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More people started arriving around 8:30 PM. Roger's friends from his office,  all wearing the same uniform of dark jeans and untucked button-downs.
“This is my brother Roman,” Roger said to each group, and Roman could hear the slight apology in it. The immature, younger brother who partied, fought, and fu-...gambled too much.
Roman grabbed one of his Miller Lites and found a corner, where he could post up. This was Roger's crowd now, people scheduled their hangovers three weeks in advance.
“You're the computer guy, right?” One of Roger's coworkers, Derek, had approached.
“Systems analyst”
“Same thing.”
“Mm, not really.”
He launched into a story about his laptop running slowly. Roman drained his beer.
By 10 PM, everyone was properly drunk. Jocelyn had commandeered the stereo. He was looking around for a single person who was enjoying her music. He couldn’t find one.
“Ready?” Roger appeared, coat already on.
“The bar?”
“The Maddy. You coming?”
“Why do you ask questions you know the answer to?”
[bookmark: _ptp0d3q9vum5]Chapter 28: Madison Avenue Pub (Early December, 87)
The Madison Avenue Pub, the Maddy, was a three-story labyrinth of former houses converted into one sprawling bar, packed with young professionals pretending they were still in university.
The group had taken over a section of the second floor. Roman ordered a double, ignoring Jocelyn’s look.
Roger, "Pace yourself."
Roman, "Oh buddy, I'm paced."
The night blurred in the familiar way. Someone bought shots, Tequila. Someone did a bump off a key while sitting at the bar. Someone else suggested moving to the dance floor downstairs. Jocelyn pulled Roger away to introduce him to her friend from pilates.
Roman found himself at the bar, talking to a girl named Alexa with an aggressive laugh about something neither of them would remember. She kept touching his arm. He kept ordering drinks.
"You're the younger brother?," she asked.
"Apparently so"
"You guys don’t act the same"
"Well, we’re brothers, not twins."
She laughed at that. Roman wasn’t sure why.
He ordered a vodka soda. It made everything soft at the edges, but not soft enough.
Roger appeared. "We're leaving."
"I'm good."
"No, you're not."
"Yes, I am." he said, putting his arm around Alexa.
"Fine. Get home safe."
Roman stayed another hour. Maybe two. Alexa disappeared. 
[bookmark: _fmq9qd71xhq1]Chapter 29: The Cold
The walk home was brutal. The kind of cold that made your lungs hurt, despite being over fifteen drinks in.
Roman had given up on finding a cab after twenty minutes. The streets were empty except for the occasional group of drunk students.
His apartment was one hour and twenty minutes away on foot. He made it in forty, running in boots just to stay warm.
By the time he got home, he was shaking. Not from cold, though that too, but from something else. The combination of alcohol, exhaustion, and wind had triggered something in his chest. A tightness.
He collapsed into bed fully clothed, shoes still on, coat thrown somewhere near the door.
[bookmark: _te7nkz3wxat8]Chapter 30: The Morning After
Roman woke up coughing.
Not from cigarettes. He didn’t smoke. Not even when drunk. This was deeper, productive, painful. 
He checked the time: 2 PM. He'd slept through his alarm. 
When he tried to sit up, the room spun in a way that had nothing to do with the hangover. His shirt was soaked through.
He made it to the bathroom, saw himself in the mirror. Pale, except for two bright spots of color on his cheeks. His eyes looked wrong.
The thermometer read 102.4°F.
"Fuck."
Back in bed, he pulled every blanket he owned over himself, still shaking. The coughing got worse. Each one felt like his ribs were breaking from the inside.
He slept straight through to the next day. Roman knew something was seriously wrong. The fever hadn't broken. The cough had turned into something that sounded like drowning. 
His phone rang. His dad. He was coming over.
Gulshan used the spare key Roman had given him for emergencies.
"Jesus Christ. We're going to the hospital."
"I'm fine."
"Don’t be stupid. You're not fine."
Roman tried to argue but started coughing instead. When he pulled his hand away, there were spots of blood.
He drove him to Sunnybrook Hospital in silence. Roman slept against the window, fever making everything feel distant and strange.
At the ER, they took him back immediately. The doctor listened to his chest for less than ten seconds before ordering a room.
"Pneumonia," she said. "Severe. You're being admitted."
Gulshan went to call Roger. When he left, Roman was alone with the beeping machines and the IV drip. The fever dreams started that night. Vivid, terrifying, nonsensical. Michelle appeared in some of them, speaking words he couldn't understand. In others, he was drowning in code, punch cards falling like snow.
Six days. That's how long he'd be there. Six days of antibiotics and oxygen and banana bags. Six days of feeling his body fail and slowly rebuild. At least he’d be out by his birthday.
But he didn’t know that then. That was all ahead of him. For now, he just lay there, listening to his own labored breathing.
[bookmark: _wsv8rj6j7t8i]Chapter 31: Post Pneumonia (Three weeks later, Early Jan, 1988)
The rhythmic whir generated by the treadmill’s belt had Roman coming back to reality slowly. He moved his head in degrees from side to side, self-conscious that he had been spotted zoning out for…
Wow, the last 20 minutes.
The treadmill’s display flipped between the time elapsed, calories burned, and some measure of distance. Maybe kilometers, but probably miles. 
He shook free of that thought to his next, wondering why the cardio machines were oriented to directly overlooking the building’s small pool area instead of out the floor to ceiling windows on the right side of the room. Roman was in his apartment’s “recreation complex”, an impressive term for a small side building that housed a four hundred square foot gym, pool, and jacuzzi.
The upper level was half of one floor and contained the gym. Roman had thought that it must have been an afterthought to whoever designed the facility. The lower level spanned double the length, making the building, when viewed from the side, look like the profile of a pickup truck. The “rear window” of the truck is what he was looking out of now, down towards the two people in the “flatbed” splashing around gayly. 
The glass of this window was unfrosted, offering no privacy to either party. This often led to the more than occasional bout of awkward eye contact. It was hard for the gym goer not to look like a predatory voyeur, if not by the simple fact that they would likely have more clothes on (though not always, as Roman noted), then at least by their elevated station, literally looking down on them from above like a hawk. Having had this issue one too many times before, Roman instinctively kept his head on a swivel, even if it felt unnatural.
Many other things felt unnatural right now, being in the gym was one of them. This was not a habit of his, he preferred to play “real” sports instead of prove to people who didn’t care that he was the best at exercising - running like a hamster on the treadmill or picking up and putting down progressively heavier things. But while it was unnatural, it was certainly more comfortable than the alternative.
Besides, sports were out of the question. He was still recovering from a nasty bout of pneumonia which put him in the hospital for almost a week. After discharge he had taken it easy for another week, but after glazing over Iain Bank’s novels for what seemed like an infinite amount of time, he grew restless and decided it would be good to move his body a bit.
Roman was still very off. He was weak and felt exposed in the open space of the gym. Every now and then he would relive parts of those days over in his head; partly his nature to over-examine things and partly the tendencies of an overtaxed mind. 
Most of the time he spent in and out of light sleep with sharp chest pain and coughing up mucus. His fever broke from its peak but was still causing him to sweat heavily and heart to race. The sweating meant that every eight to twelve hours, a nurse would come by with a banana bag, a “Myer’s cocktail”, one of them said once. If Roman could feel the needle, he didn’t care when they hooked him up to the IV and instructed him not to roll over on that arm. The fluids were cold, his lips and fingertips already had a bluish tint to them, this surely was not going to help. Sometimes, he would try to tuck his fingers under his thigh during the IV, but the slight torque on his wrists would shift the needle in his veins delivering the painful signal indicating it as a bad idea.
Once the metallic taste the IV elicited wore off, Roman found he was receptive to the idea of food. Noticing this pattern, the nurses and physician assistants would come by like waiters at a high-end restaurant wondering if he would prefer the fowl or the pork, or if he would like to hear what the catch of the day was. He knew what they were asking: Did he want a turkey, bologna, or tuna sandwich? He tried them all, but after day two, settled on buttered toast. He still did not know how someone could make a turkey sandwich so dry and a bologna sandwich that actually needed salt. The tuna wasn’t actually too bad, but the patient in the bed next to him had thrown it up and Roman spotted flecks of it floating around. He was done with it from that point on. Otherwise, he consumed Ensure meal replacement shakes, his preference being vanilla over chocolate, and bananas, but he would’ve killed for some peanut butter. 
At night, he got little sleep, thanks mainly to the seemingly endless stream of impossibly vivid fever dreams. Equal parts weird and frightening, he questioned how product the defensive mechanism his brain was employing if it stopped him from resting and repairing, the elements characteristic of deep sleep, Roman remembered from his science classes.
Despite the lacking nutrition and restless nights, he was getting better day by day and was to be promptly discharged as soon as his fever was gone, the breathing difficulties had improved from an 8/10 to at least a 3/10 (though how the staff could verify this, Roman was not sure), and his chest pain had completely resolved. On the completion of rounds, he was considered to have met the criteria.
“His youth carried him through it, no doubt”, he heard a greying doctor say to a nurse, a bit of vibrato in his voice. She looked disinterested, rifling through some files. Roman smiled, maybe the doctor did not care that the patient he was talking about was within earshot, or more likely, and a bit ironically, he forgot the acuity of young ears. He didn’t care which, today was the day he got to sleep in his own bed.
Though he had been cleared that morning, Roman did not get signed out of the hospital until 4:30 PM. He made his way to the elevators.
Catching a look through the windows in the waiting area around the side of the building where he stood, he swore softly under his breath. He couldn’t believe it was already dark out. Undeterred, but more importantly after being prone so long, Roman thought it sounded like a good idea to walk home. This had the double benefit of getting some non-recirculated air and the chance to test the state of his body. He took the side exit that had him walking through the adjoined courtyard. A bronzed statue, about 1 ½ scale and thirty meters to his left caught his eye. Probably some wealthy donor. As he walked by, he thought about how ghoulish the figure looked, almost like a man trapped inside molten metal, face contorted and frozen. The smile just as easily concealing a silent scream. 
What struck Roman was not the thought itself, morbid as it was, no, it was that it was delivered to him in piecemeal by what felt like something outside himself. At first glance, he thought nothing of it. Literally nothing. His eyes observed it, and his mind registered it as being there, that’s all. It took the scattered imagery a full ten minutes to rearrange itself in a way that would give it a chance of surfacing as a coherent thought. Then, when it did, it unsettled him. But, he reasoned, he had been through a lot and was likely underfed, under slept, and under stimulated. It didn’t help that “The Empire Strikes Back” was on a loop in his room, volume off, of course. The Han Solo carbonite scene was probably swirling around his subconscious. Probably.
The intermittent 35km/h wind gusts revealed the chinks in his wool peacoat, the v-neck front providing his neck little protection. He shrugged his shoulders, trying to bunch the fabric up on his shoulders and allow some ambient heat the chance to flow upwards. Maybe walking wasn’t the best decision. Confirming this thought was the sting of his face and hands. When Roman was admitted, the weather hovered around freezing temperatures but now, unhampered by the light of day, it was almost ten degrees colder.
Another gust hit him, only having a fraction of a second to consider how weak he was to resist it before being thrown into a coughing fit. Every expulsion was like someone whacking him in the ribs with a 2x4. No, he didn’t have a fever, breathing difficulties, or chest pain, but almost a full week spent tended to, meant he was by no means ready for the unforgiving Canadian Winter.
The tall buildings of the financial district acted as wind tunnels making the wind almost comically strong. On a normal day Rome would’ve chuckled aloud, making the best of a less-than-ideal situation. Today, he feared that doing so might be all that was required to push him into another fit. He decided not to indulge his curiosity regarding what colour the liquid would spew out of his lungs.
Despite the resistance and lack of cooperation from his stiff legs, he quickened his pace, slapping the ground with his white canvas shoes, mind singularly focused on the warmth and comfort of his apartment…that is, when his small oil heater finally warmed up. As he got further West and within a few blocks of his building, the sidewalks and shop windows had less of a partition between them, allowing Roman to catch quick glimpses of his reflection as he sped by. With the sun all but set, his observations came to him in grayscale. Or maybe it was the fact that he was wearing nothing but black and white. He thought he noticed a resemblance to the bronzed statues’ sunken features in one of the windows looking back at him, but did not hold his gaze long enough to verify, a part of him afraid that it would contort into something else. Like the sardonic, sinister smile his tired brain had conjured up when he first set off.
Spluttering two more times but suppressing the third, he got out his key fob and was welcomed into the building’s lobby by a pleasant wave of heat. Wasting no time, he pressed the button to the elevator and stared at the ground, the floor appearing to run away from him, only to rebound back towards him, subtly and gently. It wasn’t unpleasant, but Roman thought it best to support himself on the wall with one hand when the black spots arrived at his periphery and made their way inward. They made his head feel refreshingly light, as if he was burdened by a constant pressure he wasn’t aware of until these spots had taken it away. The weight-bearing arm began to shake, clearly ill-equipped for its task, likely overwhelmed by the load it was expected to bear. Romans legs had crumpled inwards, knees half-buckling, forcing him to lean forward to compensate. When his arm gave out, his forehead became the balance point. Realizing that the apartment lobby was likely not an appropriate place to nap, he squeezed his core tightly. This had the downside of making his obliques and serratus spasm painfully, but also the intended effect of pushing the calming, warm, black spots out of his field of vision.
The “Ding” of the elevator, reminded him what he was waiting for. Stumbling in and slapping his hand against the button, he grunted when he realized he accidentally hit two floors at once before half sitting, half collapsing into the corner, supporting himself by the waist-height railings.
“You doing ok man?”, he heard from a voice somewhere to his left. He hadn’t seen anyone when he walked in…or did he just not care to look…Roman couldn’t remember.
“Yup, all good”, he replied instinctively, giving himself more time to figure out what was going on. Trying to muster the strength to raise his head. Well, that wasn’t the difficult part, he was really just waiting for his eyes to focus and for the floor to appear to stop moving.
The floor IS moving you idiot, you’re in an elevator. He thought.
Yea, but it’s not moving relative to you, so you wouldn’t be able to perceive it moving…and watch who you call an idiot, you idiot!
He was arguing with himself, but the second sentence he said aloud.
“Cool, cool, cool, cool…..” the voice said, trailing off, clearly concerned and nervous. “Well…this is me…”, the mystery man declared, promptly hitting the button for the 5th floor and getting out quicker than Roman thought the man was capable of moving.
Finally raising his head, he looked at the lit-up elevator buttons. Five, seven, nine, and ten were all illuminated. 
Wait, that didn’t make sense…I only hit two buttons. Ten for my floor and nine by accident. I could’ve sworn the other guy was getting off at seven…but he had just hit five…
Then it dawned on him.
Jesus Christ. He must have thought I was crazy and got off early.
Why, he couldn’t imagine, until he thought that his private dialogue, must not have been as private as he thought. Not knowing what to make of what happened, and feeling a bit crazy himself, he moved his feet around anxiously. Then as if possessed he suddenly spun to face the elevator mirror, pointing at it with finger guns yelling “HA HA!” in Joker-esque fashion. It felt right, so he did. Scatting with his body also felt right, like Michael Jackson. Abruptly he popped his head up once more, pulling up his lips, exposing all his teeth before forming an “O” with his mouth to whoop out a couple more Bonobo-esque noises. Which, he would have done, of course, if not for noticing that there was still one more person in the elevator.
A person who was trying to shuffle closer to the door unnoticed, with a terrified look on her face. The display above it read that they were approaching the 7th floor. 
‘Ohhh…uhhh’, she started, embarrassed. Then deciding that no words would do, went quiet. He was not sure how we could have missed her. He was not even sure what he was doing with his theatrics. 
Jesus, what the hell is wrong with you. You’ve never acted like this in your life, you lunatic.
When he got to his floor, he exited the elevator with all the decorum and defeat of a middle-aged man, tired from a day at the office, returning home to the wails of a newborn and a contemptuous, stressed-out wife. That is, he was beaten down and made an effort to be, or at least appear, as meek as possible, no longer able to trust his senses to inform him if he had any more unexpected observers.
The moment his front door closed, a sense of relief became palpable. He found it amusing, because what else could he find how difficult a usually uneventful walk home was on this particular night. With all other variables mostly the same, the weather, the visibility, the sidewalks, Roman reasoned that he was likely in worse shape than he initially thought when walking out the hospital’s side entrance. How much of what he saw was real, and how much of it was the desperate connections made by an exhausted mind?
Realizing that he could see his breath…indoors, Roman walked across the living room to the far side window and flicked on his oil heater. Seeing some movement outside, he peered downward at the Belt Line, the popular nature trail on an old railway line that ran alongside his building. It was the main reason why he chose to live there, well…that, and the fact that he couldn’t afford a place closer to the core. A symphony of colours in the warm months, the leaves of the mature trees overlapped to put even the most kaleidoscopic abstract artworks to shame. In the first few months after moving in he appreciated the view through the eyes of a twenty-four-year-old boy, that is, not much, with little time available for, nor a predilection towards sitting around looking at foliage. That changed when Meema saw his apartment for the first time months ago in November.
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She moved deliberately and carefully, inspecting every inch of every surface of her son’s five hundred square foot bachelor pad with her hands as well as her eyes. Meema noted the grime on the counters and frowned slightly while wiping her hand on the tea towel hanging off the oven’s handle. She didn’t say anything about it, not wanting to dampen Roman’s enthusiasm about having his own space, but he had always been good at picking up on her subtleties. Inspecting the millwork as she traversed the room towards the floor to ceiling window that made up the entirety of one of his four “walls”, she looked thoughtful, but serene. She always had a way of emanating grace and the innate gift of never coming off as imposing. Well, not never, but only when she wanted to. 
At just under five feet tall, she stood at Roman’s shoulder, but lived larger in his mind. She stood next to him for a minute or so, then took half a step forward to take in the view of the belt line’s canopy. Another full minute passed in silence, before Meema half turned to him and extended her right hand in invitation of his. It was only when she looked him in the eye did Roman see the very slight formation of tears as she said, “Rome, sweetie…it…is so beautiful…look at what you have achieved for yourself”
He gently let his eyes break contact with his mother’s and returned the squeeze she gave his hand. He allowed himself to smile and feigned looking outwards to find the same beauty she had. Though, he knew it was next to and within him. There was nothing more special to Roman than feeling his mother’s love and pride. 
It was that memory at the forefront of his mind that he looked out that window ever since. Easier to recall in the Fall and harder to recall in the Winter, at times like these. The trees, devoid of their leaves, branches reaching out like witch’s fingers, made the sight haunting, oftentimes leading Roman to draw the blinds at night if he was watching TV. He wasn’t sure if it was that or the fact that it was so cold in his apartment that was giving him a chill right now, either way he decided it was a good idea for several reasons to take a shower.
He had refused “washing” in the hospital; he could not imagine anything worse than a sponge bath. Being roughly scrubbed, roughly manipulated, and rubbed raw by a burly nurse (who had a hairy mole in his imagination) was not a comforting thought when he was coughing up half a lung. Luckily for him, he did not sweat much naturally, and his fever had been managed reasonably well from day two onwards. As such, he got away with his hygiene practices, but was not necessarily clean. He also suspected that after such a cold, harrowing walk home, it would be an almost religious experience to immerse himself for however long he wanted in the hot, soothing rain falling from his monsoon shower head, courtesy of his dad. Where the rest of his building wanted, his water pressure did not.
He turned the knob to the red and pulled the diverter. The water spluttered and hissed for a moment before smoothing into a stream. As Roman went searching for one of his two clean towels he began pulling off his socks followed by the rest of his clothes. When he returned to the bathroom and, as was to be expected, the mirror had fogged up and steam filled the small room. It was then that he started to remember some of what the nurse was saying to him when he was being discharged, ‘Now, when you came in your blood pressure was a bit low…it was likely dehydration’, she said, not making eye contact with Roman, ‘but we want you to take it easy until you start eating and sleeping well and are able to regain some strength’
Roman remembered murmuring back a quick “mmhmm”, but he wasn’t really paying attention. She then slapped a cuff over his arm and began pumping up the bladder. She continued, “I would stay away from alcohol and marijuana for the next little while. Oh! And…”, 
Wait, wait, what did she say after that? Damn it Roman, what were you thinking about that was more interesting than instructions from your nurse!
He chided himself, until he realized…
Right…the message on the machine. The one from Michelle that I stopped five seconds in… 
He played out the rest of what he could remember from the interaction with the nurse, “And…as we expected, still a bit low”, she said, ripping apart the cuff’s velcro, “but good enough to go home!”
Great. I remember her smiling at me but not the actual medical advice…
Considering it a lost cause, he slung his towel over the wall-mounted metal bar in his bathroom and pulled back the shower curtain. The water was hot, he could tell by the drops that disobeying the herd jumped laterally outwards, stinging his hands like a frying pan’s spitting oil. Roman maneuvered the knob back towards the blue, but only just. He was still so cold that he felt like it had infiltrated his bones.
Stepping into the shower was almost euphoric. A helmet of warm water hugged his head, tingled his scalp, and cascaded deliciously down his shoulders and torso. It felt so good that he shuddered softly and could feel his goosebumps fading with every passing second. Roman’s eyes slowly rolled upwards, and he allowed himself the moment. It was a nice feeling, to put this little episode behind him and wash it away, both figuratively and literally. 
Maybe a little too nice.
It was that last thought that brought him out of his trance, but not soon enough. He had remembered what the nurse said to him. The black creeped inwards as it did before the elevator. He sank lower and lower, slowing his descent by running his hands down the side of the shower wall until he was seated with his head between his knees. Despite the world spinning and vision like peering through a diamond, he somehow managed to put together what the nurse had said,  “Oh! And…be careful with saunas, hot tubs and even warm showers…the heat will drop your blood pressure, and, while chances are low, you could faint”
“…fantastic…”, exhaled Roman, before everything went black.
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What struck him first was the pain in his left hip, the shower floor not particularly forgiving to the uncushioned bone. He straightened his left leg, intent on distributing his weight evenly along its length. But his foot hit something hard when he tried. 
Odd.
Also odd was the pattering on his face, like fifty butterflies battering him with their wings. 
Not painful…pleasant even. And warm…wait, warm!?
Searching for an explanation, he snapped his left eye open, the right still under attack from the warm-winged butterflies. He saw a porcelain, smooth material with water pooling about half an inch high, a miniature basin formed by his forearm, upper arm and body.
This was enough to remind him where he was and what must have happened for him to get there. Passing out on his left side meant his right cheek and eye got peppered by the shower’s spray for who knows how long. Judging by how wrinkled his fingertips were, at least twenty minutes.
Exercising some caution to avoid another floor nap, Roman slowly pushed himself into a seated position, the stream still relentless. Groaning, he reached forward to turn off the shower, only to have his hand slip and slap the diverter. Hot water coming out the bottom spout roused him quickly as it made contact with his nether region. 
This was enough for him to abandon caution, jump up to his feet and turn it off for good with a decisive thump from the side of a balled fist. His vision reacted to the abrupt change in position with snowy static, like a TV struggling to find a signal. This time Roman was ready and flexed his core until all the snowflakes disappeared. He shuddered to think what Meema would think of all of this…she always worried about him so much.
He toweled himself off but left his hair slightly damp. He didn’t own a hair dryer. To his surprise, when he left the washroom, he was not blasted by a wave of cold, dry air. Evidently, the space heater had enough time to adequately warm the other rooms. Roman thought that maybe he was out for more than the twenty minutes he initially estimated, a suspicion that was confirmed when he checked his alarm clock. He was under by thirty minutes.
Resolving to salvage the rest of the night, Roman's mind, informed by hunger pangs, wandered towards thoughts of dinner. When drying himself, he noticed he had lost weight. His cheeks never really took on a sunken appearance, no matter how lean he got, but it was evident in the thinness of his neck and jaw, giving him an almost bobblehead-like appearance. And also further down, where his ribs featured more prominently than before and stomach flattened, almost sunken into his diaphragm. The sallow look on his face and waxy skin indicated to Roman that there was likely not much weight available to lose in the first place. Against his better judgment, for which he was particularly less capable of adhering to at this time, he put his meal plans on hold and pulled his dad’s old spring scale out from under the bathroom vanity. Hopping on, he averted his eyes for a moment and made sure he was standing up straight.
The needle settled on…125lbs!? How had he lost 10lbs in six days!?
Maybe I lost some weight before that…it has been at least two weeks since I’ve stepped on the scale
Roman had never placed much value on the number that the scale indicated, focusing more on how he looked and felt, correlating the latter with the former. A data point, simply. Yet, he couldn’t let go of the ads he’d seen when reading his Archie comics growing up. The one on the back cover with Charles Atlas and the ‘98lb weakling’. Honestly, he had disparaged them both, one as a superficial meathead and the other as, quite frankly, boyish and pathetic. After all, the last time he was 98lbs was in grade eight and even then, that was only because he had not yet hit his growth spurt.
That had come in grade ten, where he shot up from 5ft, 2 inches to about 5 feet and 8 inches. The school nurse said he was just shy of the latter, but Roman wasn’t sure how she could have known given that she herself was just over five feet herself and did not have the angle to judge it accurately. Since he didn’t really care, one way or the other, he took her number as fact and moved on. 
Roman was surprised, because almost in response to this episode of reminiscing, he found himself exploring tangential thoughts. Recent happenings that at first he couldn’t make sense of, but suspected he eventually would. His brain always worked that way.
First, he was shown a replay of a conversation he once had with Michelle, observing it from atop his own shoulder, in third person perspective. He had been walking her back to her apartment, which was only about twenty minutes from his own. They had their pace slowed by a red light and Roman embraced her into a kind of side hug. This was a habit of his for three reasons. The first, because she tended to go quiet when they walked. He didn’t know why, but it happened every time. Pulling her in was perhaps a subconscious way to maintain a connection to her when verbal exchange was lacking. The second, was that her body fit well into his, at all angles. Chel, being five feet, three inches, meant that the top of her head fit neatly under Roman’s chin, provided he angled it upwards slightly. He liked this, so he exploited it often. Thirdly and lastly, simply because her hair smelled good.
After the second break up he mentally prepared himself for there to be time spent, if unproductively, pouring over old memories of them together. Frankly, it surprised him that he hadn’t. The guilt stemming from this, equally so.
So, when this simple instance came to mind from one of their Fall walks, it caught him a bit off guard. Roman reasoned that since it hadn’t happened at all, it wasn’t going to. This is what he had trouble making sense of. That is, until he remembered that there was unfinished business, a factor that left him vulnerable to such recollection. The unfinished business, of course, being the message on the answering machine he stopped five seconds in.
In motion now, he pushed the button to replay his incomings. One from Brett about the basketball game next week, one from one Paul, his classmate from comp sci, wanting to drop off some bagels for him post-hospital, and two from Michelle.
He grabbed a pad of sticky notes, writing, “Confirm time with Brett & thank Paul”, before sitting on the arm of his couch, grounding himself before listening to the last two.
The first played, “Hi Rome…it’s Chel…look I don’t like how we left things…call me back ok?”
Roman quickly stopped the recording and took a deep breath, then furrowed his brow.
What did she mean she didn’t like how we left things? It was her idea to end it…
He searched his brain for answers it did not have. He didn’t let this thoughts stew too much and decided to just listen to the second one before trying to process it.
“Hi again…still Chelly…not sure if you got the message I left a few days ago, but…I miss you…I don’t know if I’m allowed to say that because of how things ended but I don’t care. I was thinking the other day when I was watching a movie that I wished you were here so we could finally do that. Rome…I love you…call me please”
Christ.
Stop. Focus. Priorities. Make toast for your peanut butter and banana sandwich. 
He rifled through the pantry looking for peanut butter, getting progressively more frustrated as the iconic kraft teddy bear eluded him. 
What the hell is going on…we don’t talk for forever then you come back with this, “I love you” crap???
He found his emotions overwhelming him, almost like his brain’s sieve had been removed. 
What kind of selfish person…
His thoughts trailed off, catching and trying to ground himself. His efforts at moving on were going well. 
Where the hell is the peanut butter!?
The prospect of entering the fray one more time after his journey home…and nap in the shower was untenable. Yet, he had been promising himself a peanut butter and banana sandwich since he was admitted. It looked as though he was going to win over himself and so, slid his arms into his wool peacoat, put on his canvas shoes and rushed out of the apartment, forgetting to lock the door.
He was in better shape than before but still resolved to keep the trip short and sweet, favoring the nearby convenience store over the supermarket, saving ten minutes total, round trip. Stepping out of the elevator into the lobby he saw the man he had shared the elevator with earlier and gave him an awkward, conciliatory wave. Roman still felt like he was existing out of his body, and with that recent message, a little bit out of his head too.
He walked north-west for five minutes, forced to stop at the same red light as his memory with Chel. Memories, the layout of her apartment, the smell of her building, the auburn glow of the sodium-vapor streetlamp that shone through her bedroom window. The warmth of the flashback took over Roman until a gust of wind sobered him back up. 
Peanut butter. Peanut butter.
But it was in the same direction as her apartment, the supermarket, not the convenience store. 
What’s ten minutes? And it’ll be cheaper from the grocery store.
He had a tendency to go down every aisle. Rarely straying from his normal purchases, it was because he craved variety, there was just something satisfying about knowing his options. Finally spying the vexing brown teddy bear, he grabbed the largest jar, carrying it from the bottom and tucking it into his elbow crevice like a running back taking a handoff. Partly, because his hands were just too small to carry it comfortably from the top, and partly because it reminded him of his flag football days in university.
He smiled politely at the girl behind the checkout as she rang it up. She returned a glance that was a mix of concern and worry. Roman suspected she noticed what he did when examining himself in the bathroom earlier.
Refusing, more than just declining a plastic bag, that is to say with too much enthusiasm, he tucked his prize back into the crook of his elbow, secure from anyone looking to strip him of it. Setting off, he was surprised to find, when he broke from a daydream bordering on hallucination (about an autonomous talking spaceship, no less), that he was heading west rather than homeward. The opposite direction in both latitude and longitude. Roman was even more surprised to find himself knocking on the door to Michelle’s apartment. From a distance a peculiar scene of a frenetic, if not delirious young man cradling a kilogram of smooth peanut butter.
Michelle fortunately, or perhaps not, was home, and opened the door slowly to the sight of him. Now clean, but still underfed and in desperate need of quality rest. Where he might have expected an enthusiastic greeting, or one that at least resembled warmth given the messages she left, he received neither, simply, ‘oh hi…’
Granted, enthusiastic greetings were not in her character. Nevertheless, the mismatch between his expectations and the reality of the situation left him feeling that much more disoriented.
She welcomed him in with polite but detached mannerisms, though he was in no position to judge accurately. He did as asked, removing his white sneakers at the door and looked to place the peanut butter on a small shelf Michelle said she had just installed. Aware that she didn’t have a drill (she had asked to borrow his on occasion), he guessed that she mounted it without drywall anchors so he set it down on the chestnut colored hardwood floor. After he returned her simple greeting, but before he could say anything else, she escaped into the kitchen, giving herself precious seconds to regain her composure. Her feint being that she needed to finish her vital task. Such a task, as it was, consisted of soaping and rinsing two small espresso cups and a plate. Roman went to the bathroom and left her to do God’s work. 
Producing a comb from his back pocket and running the tap for cover, he fixed his hair and inspected his face. His pupils seemed to project out of his eyes, but he couldn’t exactly pinpoint what about them gave that impression. He turned the tap off, left, and found her in the kitchen working diligently on the last cup. “Cleanliness is next to Godliness.”
Roman had her profile as she stood there in black sweatpants worn high on her waist and a matching black crewneck sweatshirt. A black headband was there to complete the look and offer the practicality she needed to go about her daily tasks. She apologized for being predisposed, but he did not mind.
After all, one cannot expect full attention from someone they dropped in on unexpectedly. 
But it was her voice saying that in his head. And this visit was unexpected, to both of them.
Crossing his arms and leaning against the fridge, he watched her. Not that he would admit it, but he was enjoying the fact that this unnerved her. It gave him confidence to know that he was still capable of affecting her, if even in this way. He particularly enjoyed that she thought she was succeeding in her attempt to display flippancy.
‘I wasn’t planning on it, but I was around and figured I would drop in and see you’, he said, not quite sure why he added the first part.
‘Oh?’, she noised, probing.
‘Yea…I…uh...got your messages’, he continued.
Then there was a pause. He knew to expect this. Since they had met, Michelle always took her time in conversation. At first, Roman thought it admirable, speculating that she was carefully considering her worlds. In fact, he had never seen such composure. Though, as months passed and their conversations became more meaningful, and where appropriate timing became more important, he began to suspect it was something else. His doubts were confirmed when it came to a point, one summer afternoon. Asking for her opinion and frustrated when met with silence, she finally confided to him that sometimes she remains “empty”. Having never experienced such a thing firsthand, he was skeptical, but as the pattern was reinforced over time and he observed it with those other than himself, he accepted it as true.
‘Ah’, she said, after forty-five seconds of silence, ‘I didn’t know if you did’
‘Yea’, he confirmed, a little frustrated, but trying not letting it seep into his voice.
 Not much to go on, but that’s nothing new…
Abruptly changing the topic, he whirled around and praised the work she had done in her apartment since he’d last been there. The new coat rack and mirror, the new picture posted to her fridge of her mother and father in the throes of young love, the snakeplant that she expertly revived.
Her apartment had three rooms, about five hundred square feet in all. Beautiful, but slanted hardwood floors were the living room’s main selling point, that, and the view of the park. In the summer, Roman wondered how it was possible that he couldn’t hear the shouts of people enjoying the weather, but always the metronome of tennis balls volleyed back and forth. He was there when she moved in, photographing her sitting in the middle of the room, sans furniture, an open canvas. Since then, she had hung pictures, naturalist in style, and had secured a couch and table, both for free, yet both of impeccable style and fitting of her space. Walls were freshly painted, a light pink in her small bedroom, the second room, which was in length hardly in excess of a queen-sized bed. In width, about the same. Elsewhere, she had decided on a blue lilac, that is to say her kitchen and living room. She toiled on painting for weeks. In retrospect, she became obsessed, but it was endearing and he was happy that she was so passionate about making the place her own. He remembered saying he would help but never got around to it. Life got in the way, work mostly. 
While they did tend to spend more time at his apartment, simply due to the more comfortable layout and conveniences, he had left his mark at hers. In the living room, the coffee table, carried across the city in advance of her birthday. He wanted to help her debut her new place in the best light possible. In the kitchen, a framed watercolor print of a peach, a housewarming gift to her referencing her summer nickname for him. 
She had kept those things after they had broken up the first time. At first, it seemed like a sign of strength or perhaps indifference towards him, but with the context of her reaching out again post-split, twice, he saw it for what it was. The inability to let go. Roman saw the first  breakup as an opportunity to offload any personal uncertainties that followed that day unto it being “her decision”. He knew that if he were to reach out, it would seem pursuant and to his mind, pathetic. Such is the blessing of the break-up-ee and the curse of the break-up-er, the latter of which he knew quite well. 
But, wracked by regret and uncertainty of her own, she questioned whether she had made a big mistake. Her anxieties culminated in a dyad of emotionally charged, but verbally sparse snippets on Roman’s answering machine in November….and now again in January. 
If anything, she was consistent.
Now here he was, unsure of what he wanted and what he was feeling. Here he was, standing in her living room, a place he was certain he would never see again with Michelle, a person he thought would disappear from his life entirely. The lightness in his head was impossible to attribute to any one thing, so he stopped trying to.
After she finished, they sat on the couch together. It was a slightly lighter hue than he remembered and so remarked on it. She talked about her escapades, steam cleaning it, her floors, and everything else in her apartment.
Sigh.
He watched her mouth move and noted the distance between them. Non-casual, but not intimate either. No clues there.
He continued making small talk until she remembered her laundry, inviting him into her bedroom to continue their shallow conversation while she folded her clothes. Roman thought it a bad idea to sit on her bed and so remained standing, leaning against the door frame. He had already felt her magnetism when she passed by him in the cramped kitchen, their bodies almost brushing as she scooted by. He was sure she felt it too.
Eye contact was sparing, another eccentricity he came to expect from Michelle after much adjustment. He had learned he would have to take her at her word and put less faith in her body language. This is partly why it came as such a surprise to him when she told him she loved him for the first time. He had always assumed she sensed the distance that he felt, but perhaps Roman gave her too much credit regarding emotional matters.
He carried the conversation forward, craving a topic more substantial than the latest deal she found for dryer sheets. His hopes of her initiating such a topic were low, so when she finished folding he asked her to show him the effectiveness of the black out blinds she had proudly announced she put up earlier.
Using his foot to switch off the floor lamp and closing the door to the living room, he watched her clamber up on the bed to reach the top of the window sill where she adjusted the blinds. He lay down on his back.
When she finished, only the faint outline of their persons were visible. She lay down beside him.
Neither spoke for what felt like eternity, then their hands, her right and his left found each others.
‘Thanks for coming’, Michelle let slip softly, voice shaking with reservation.
‘Thanks…for having me’, Roman replied awkwardly, searching her face in the dark.
He made a show of turning on his side to face her and hoped to everything that she did the same. She did. He noticed a tear running down the side of her face and he instinctively reached with his finger to catch it, forgetting momentarily the intimacy of such an action.
She caught his hand and held it to her face, mouthing, but failing to vocalize the sweetest phrase Roman could think of, “I missed you”.
He wasted little time moving his face towards hers, stopping as their noses touched. The magnetism from the kitchen earlier, now undeniable. He could feel her body quiver, vibrations perceptible to him as the mattress betrayed her inner feelings. He kissed her hard.
They lay together in silence, trying to make sense of it all, to little effect. It had been over five weeks since they had been together in their way, a period of time stretched and condensed by powerful emotional undercurrents. In a very real way, it had been years yet also mere hours since they had connected like that.
The clock, objective as ever, read 9:52pm. While they did not know exactly what to do about what happened, they agreed that it was best, for them and for the sake of Roman’s current condition, if he slept in his own bed that night. Despite the air being thick with nostalgia and charged emotion, words were tender and touches, gentle.
He began dressing and moving towards the door. Michelle followed, wrapped in a knit-throw blanket, the draftiness of her apartment, biting at her exposed skin. He was feeling oddly clear and calm. Warm in the aftermath of her glow and what they experienced between them. Roman always had a degree of difficulty closing the distance between himself and Michelle for more than one reason but found that connecting like that physically always helped. He craved that feeling more than anything else the act delivered unto him. It was the only time when he didn’t have to read into silence, parse through body language and micro expressions, and overthink the scant responses when his vulnerabilities were placed on exposition. It was the only time everything else in the universe went away, and it was just the two of them tumbling together through the cosmos.
It was a temporary solution to the difficulties they had both become aware of. The difficulties which were the primary reason for them splitting up. Both times. Roman did not need much by way of emotional support, and so would find it increasingly frustrating when Michelle could not offer hers. It was not for lack of trying, nor lack of wanting to. She loved him and he knew it, he just couldn’t feel it. This had eaten her up inside constantly, and over time, holding in her feelings of inadequacy had become unbearable. The first time, in early October, sadness was her primary emotion. The second time in late November, anger. She chose words meant to antagonize Roman into doing the deed for her. Her plan to inflict pain in the short term, to save them both long-term had succeeded. They had not spoken at all until now. Honestly, Roman intended for their mutual silence to last indefinitely.
Now, he was about to put on his sneakers, muttering about how much he was craving the sandwich he had obsessed over, thoughts interrupted by the slight movement of Michelle’s shoulders bobbing up and down in his periphery. As he turned, he saw her sitting on the arm of the couch, softly crying, tears running down her smooth skin. The picture of her illuminated by the moonlight streaming through her living room window.
‘Aww Chel…what’s wrong?’, he inquired feelingly, sliding over to her on one knee.
‘I…I….I…’, she was stuck, inconsolable, but not in hysterics.
He paused, knowing better than to pry. From experience, he knew she would say what she was thinking if given time. He shifted his weight across the bone of his knee as he held the position.
She sniffled and began again, “I love you…”, then another two-minute pause. Roman had nothing to do but study her face intensely. His key observation, the dark, hollow sadness in her eyes. This sadness, he knew. It was familiar to him because he had seen it so many times before. When she failed to comfort, support, and nurture him. When she fell short…
Roman had questioned himself endlessly, wondering if he was asking too much, but he knew it was not an earnest question. His needs were little and expectations low. It made it impossible for him to ignore as a deficit in his partner. The person supposed to be his biggest fan, advocate, and ally. The person supposed to be there for him. She told him it came from her childhood, the convention to be seen and not heard. The mentality applied to emotions as well, except, to be neither seen nor heard. She wasn’t comfortable with receiving nor providing emotional support, it was all unnatural. Foreign. Little progress had been made in their 7 months.
“…but nothing…really…has changed”.
Roman’s thoughts were reflected in her words. This is why he hadn’t reached out to her since they broke up, but he figured that if she was contacting him with ambitions to work things out, she had resolved to try and support him in the ways he needed. Immediately, he became pragmatic, “I know, but I can see you trying”, he said, “and I can give you leeway… time to figure this out”.
This was true, he had closed the hopeful part of himself off from her and locked it in a place that she was incapable of reaching. This made him capable of waiting for her to open up. He resolved to do this far before his visit to the hospital when he saw the first message on his machine and the inklings of them talking again crossed his mind.
The fact that he still hadn’t eaten was becoming harder to ignore. He was feeling faint. Using his sore knee as an excuse, he sidled onto his back, feeling the bony contact points on the floor of her living room. She followed him down with surprising pace and they lay facing each other as they did on the bed. She was crying harder now, and Roman was feeling the beginnings of some undefinable despondence.
Confused, he asked with tears in his eyes, ‘How did we go from that…to this...’, his eyebrows unable to hide his concern and sorrow while he referenced the bedroom and their last hour of emotional transcendence. The journey they took together, escaping the problems of mind and body.
She frowned, feeling deeply, managing to whimper, ‘…I…don’t…know…’
Roman was the one pausing now giving her space to continue.
‘…I just can’t hurt you again’
It was over.
Roman went home, made his sandwich and got ready for bed. He thought of Michelle. It distressed her greatly when she tried to support him emotionally and came up short, oftentimes leading to him comforting her at times when he was wanting. She condemned the way of her father, describing the bad things he had done. In Roman’s mind was a picture of rudeness, neglect, and disrespect. He suspected that she believed his badness lived on in her and it created a perverse self-fulfilling prophecy. Roman, in his heart knew it not to be true, and hoped one day that she would come to realize this. 
He also knew that he would not be around to see it. To see her truly flourish. 
He slipped off his black pants and noticed a salt stain on his left pocket. His eyes moistened, and he smiled plaintively. Across the city each slipped into the night, restless sleep ahead of them. Minds awash, hearts tender, but neither regretful, and both profoundly grateful.
[bookmark: _78znsht805o]Chapter 32: Post-Break Acting Out (Late Jan, 1988)
Roman was starting to get jaw pain from clenching his teeth so hard. He was frustrated with himself, and it was beginning to show. In the past quarter Roman had gone twenty percent from inside the key, missing eight out of his ten last shots. 
For Christ’s Sake.
He didn’t recognize himself on the court.
It wasn’t like any one of his teammates was going to give him a hard time, it was a group of regulars that played pick-up basketball before work at his local community center. Most were middle-aged men with corporate jobs, only a handful being Bonafide athletes like Roman. He’d played point guard since he could remember and had gotten in the habit of teaching the guys on whatever team he was on a few simple plays designed to free up space and shake their defenders. Today, they had an ex-varsity athlete from Ryerson joining them who insisted on bringing the ball up. He said he played football and ran track. Nobody asked.
It was only 7:15am, too early for Roman to argue, and he did not mind playing shooting guard all that much. It wasn’t like his games for U of T, here, he didn’t have to worry about a mismatch, having to try and play shut-down defense on some six foot, seven-inch genetic specimen. In contrast, it was much more likely that Bill from Accounting would twist his ankle making a break for a rebound.
No, Roman wasn’t worried about being given a hard time, but he had noticed that the new point guard had stopped passing to him as often, which he understood, but it still annoyed him. Frankly, even at his worst, he knew he was still much better than anyone else on the court. 
He was sitting on the bench now, running his fingers through his hair. He hated this feeling. Not shooting below his usual in-game average, but the feeling that someone took out his brain and inflated an empty vacuole into his head like a glass blower. There was a faint impression of a headache, a throbbing pressure that left him feeling slow. The slowness pervaded his body too, precluding him from driving to the rim as often as he normally would and forcing him to attempt riskier off-balance shots. The only two he hit were floaters. The other eight were a mix of four fade aways, two hook shots, and a catch and release from each corner. Pinching his lips together he sent his mind probing through his body and noticed that his muscles were feeling tender. He couldn’t keep this up.
Since seeing Michelle for the last time three weeks ago Roman had been going through life with a pasted-on smile. So far no one had caught on to the fact that he had been drinking almost every night and going on five dates a week, but he was starting to feel the effects acutely.
He had taken to Brett’s advice with too little reservation, “The best way to get over her is to get under someone else”
Last night he had gone to a wine bar, Amy’s, failing to make the happy hour by a few minutes, so the waiter honored the pricing for his first two glasses of red. The first was overly acidic, “a sign of cheap wine”, the girl he was with said with authority, though Roman knew that not to be necessarily true.
This was part of the problem. It wasn’t like he was aggressively pursuing meaningful connections, no, in fact, it seemed like he was doing everything in his power to intentionally avoid them. This must have been why he was attracted to the girls spewing their false proverbs and platitudes or going on and on about their birth charts and whether or not Mercury was in retrograde (because if it was, that was their sign to get a tattoo). 
Sitting there, he was surprised that instead of his eyes rolling so far back into his head that he snapped his own retinas he was pretending to thoughtfully consider their pseudoscientific claptrap whilst swirling the red liquid around his thin-stemmed glass. He was on his second now, another dry Cab, but not as acidic as the first.
The girl, Mandy or something, was beginning to detail her ideal partner based on her moon signs when Roman interrupted her, “Do you know how to taste a wine?”, he asked flatly.
A bit flustered by the suddenness of the question, she paused then said, “well obviously, with your mouth” trying to make a joke.
Roman didn’t have any of it and continued with marked seriousness, “It’s called the 5 S’s: Sight, smell, swirl, sip, and savour”
Mandy did not know what to say.
“Because if you don’t it can be very difficult to compare one wine to another. To find what you really like”, staring still at the last ounce of wine in his glass.
“Oh…um well, that’s interesting, do you know what you like?”, she asked flirtatiously.
“No…I’m going soon, are you coming?”, Roman stated more than questioned.
“I just got here…you’re fun to talk to, but we just met…I don’t know if I should”, she said.
“Look, I have a bottle of red at mine and I’m leaving. Make a decision”, he said coldly before abruptly getting up and heading to the bathroom. On the way, he interrupted the bartender, who was talking to a patron at the bar and said he wanted the bills, both his and Mandy’s.
And with authority, “I expect them to be ready by the time I come back from the bathroom”
Only two 5oz glasses in, Roman felt more drunk than he ought to have, but more than he expected. He knew he wasn’t exactly taking care of himself. Over the course of the preceding three days, he had come to this exact spot and left with three different women. Each time, downing about a bottle of red at the bar and a beer or two at the pool hall down the street.
Every day had been a slight variation of the one before: Wake up slightly hungover, appetite dulled by nausea. Wet his hair in the sink, re-apply deodorant, and get to work, usually a few minutes late. Do the bare minimum and engage the autopilot. At 4pm slink out early, grab a pre-made sandwich from the drug store and eat it out of the packaging at home with a small bottle of freshly-squeezed orange juice. If the nausea wasn’t as bad that day or he was particularly hungry he would add a banana or another slice of bread. Sometimes he would just dip the crusts in peanut butter.
With that box checked, he would get into the shower. He didn’t care to trim his facial hair that he had let grow out for well over a week now, opting instead to use the razor he keeps in the shower for his pubic hair to clean up his neck. He would wash lazily, not bothering to scrub his feet, ankles, or back. Most days he wore a backwards baseball cap so that he did not have to worry about drying his long hair.
Then, he would put on a fresh pair of socks and underwear and don the same pants he wore the night before, plucking them off his bedroom floor. Sniff-testing any t-shirt he could find, that came next, before finally pulling on his brown boots and stuffing some cash into his pockets.
He would go to the bathroom one more time to comb his damp hair (the baseball cap let some moisture through) and inspect himself for lint and soap stains from the washing machine. From there, he would be a five-minute walk away from Amy’s.
Situated South-West from the bar it was a simple matter of going up one street then turning right until he climbed the narrow staircase to the bar’s reception area. 
He would walk right by the, “Please wait to be seated” sign that was placed strategically to block walk-ins. It wouldn’t work on Roman, because he simply didn’t care to stand there waiting for an overworked hostess to finally grace him with her attention.
Half the time said hostess would catch him bypassing the placard and ask him if he had a reservation. She was usually a variation of the same girl - dark hair, darker undereye circles, cut marks on her wrists, tattoos, and slightly overweight. The type of girl who resented guys like Roman.
If she asked, Roman would say “no”, and would not bother to elaborate. If she harassed him further, he would head down one level to the bathroom. While allowing him to escape, she was too busy to follow one customer straying from the herd, it also gave him a chance to tame any errant windswept hairs and blow his nose, which was usually starting to run from the cold weather.
When he would re-emerge, he would avoid detection by sitting at the edge of the bar and immediately ordering a glass of red. It didn’t matter which. A paying customer now, he would be safe from the hostess.
In case any girls were watching he would be sure to announce to the bartender that he trusted whatever recommendation he had for a good, dry, red. In his experience this had the effect of him coming across as charming and humble. A man of the people, perhaps.
He did this, not because Roman didn’t have a distinguishing pallet, but because he did not care to wait for a menu. While he normally savoured the process of carefully considering his options, imagining the aromas and flavors of the foods on the menu, and mentally comparing the tastes of regional wines he recognized, he found the prospect onerous as of late. In the last three weeks, everything tasted flat, and the act of chewing and swallowing was becoming more laborious each day. This made consuming his one daily sandwich a complicated ordeal. While he was hungry from not eating all day, any enthusiasm he had for the food disappeared after the first bite. The same was not true for the wine, warm bar nuts, and dips that he would get at Amy’s.
After drinking his first two glasses of wine alone, encouraged to do so at a reasonable clip to take advantage of the Happy Hour pricing before it ended at 6pm, he would begin to survey the bar for wandering eyes. It was a dark room, each table lit by two nine-inch candles. Without counting, Roman estimated there were fourteen tables in all. Ambient light from the stairs down to the bathroom and the backlight of the bar, made the space easier to navigate without bumping into table legs.
Whether it was an effect of the mood lighting, wine, or the location, the women at Amy’s tended to always be of a certain quality. The bar was usually his best bet for finding one of them. It was the most likely spot for a girl, “who arrived early and was waiting for their friend” to set up shop. He would wait for her to look over at him no more than 2 times before going over and telling her that “the avocado hummus with pistachios and pickled beets is supposed to be great here”.
She would feign interest in his statement about the food but use the opportunity to study Roman’s face and guess his intentions. The latter, carefully obscured by a wide smile and broken eye contact that indicated he wasn’t particularly invested in her response. This was usually enough to capture their attention. From there, it was usually enough to get them talking long enough for him to get a few more glasses of wine down until he would suggest they continue their discussion at the pool hall down the street. The pool hall, Bruno’s, had abysmal heating, making it difficult for anyone, forget a scantily dressed mid-twenty’s girl, to take their winter coat off and enjoy a game. This kept their excursion brief before Roman would inevitably suggest that they warm up at his place around the corner under an electric heated blanket.
“As soon as we get there, all you have to do is take your boots off and get under the blanket. I’ll uncork the wine and bring out the little glasses, and we can play whatever you want through my quadraphonic sound system”, he would pitch.
At that point, impressed doubly by Roman’s ability to shoot pool and his boldness would be easily sold.
Another bottle of wine gone and one thing would lead to another. In his case, competent, but later anxious and upsetting sex. Sometimes he would feel so bad after they left that he would throw up. Or maybe it was because he drank too much. The blurriness of each night made the point irrelevant. It descended on him from somewhere outside himself, almost all at once. He reasoned that the girls could not have felt that much better about it, especially after being sent home around 11pm, only thirty minutes after they had gone to bed together, but maybe his explanation gave them something to cling to: “I have a breakfast meeting tomorrow at 7am, which I need to leave for by 6am. I need to shower and would have to wake us both up at 5am, which I am sure you wouldn’t want to do hungover…”
The statement or some variation thereof, offering them the possibility that he really did like them! It was just that he worked hard and was focused. When, in reality, no matter how ditzy the girl, they secretly knew the truth. It was obvious in his face, if not his words, that he did not want them staying the night.
The girl last night would not take the hint.
Out of pride, self-respect, or simply convenience she rejected all of his attempts to politely usher her out.
Eventually, worn down by the sedative effects of the alcohol and her resoluteness, he resigned to the bedroom. She continued to try and kiss him and let her hands wander, which had only the effect of jolting awake just as he was slipping into sleep. Annoying as it was, he maintained a playful demeanor and reminded her of how late it was.
In actuality, he did not have to be in the office until 9:30am the next day, his schedule shifted to accommodate a colleague driving in from out of town, but he couldn’t fathom anything worse than spending a slow morning together with whatever this girl’s name was. Setting an alarm for 5:30am, he committed to the bit.
Whether it was the accumulated fatigue of maintaining this schedule for weeks or the effects of the wine, Roman barely stirred all night, yet knew when he woke that he only achieved but a cheap approximation of sleep. Getting up to go to the bathroom he almost lost his balance twice. He was definitely still drunk.
Not wanting to wake her, he quietly packed gym clothes into his work briefcase and left a note on his desk asking her to be out by 8:30am, saying that his brother was coming by to drop off a package that was delivered mistakenly to his apartment instead of Roman’s. At 6am, he slipped out the door and walked to the community center to first warm up on the treadmill, then shoot around on the basketball court. Forty-five minutes later, the usuals started showing up and he proceeded to play three-on-three until they had enough for full court. 
Twenty minutes later, there he was, clenching his teeth, running his hands through his hair, lips cracked and crinkled from dehydration. He would have to shower and get home soon to change for work. For real this time. He still felt loopy and was just hoping that she had left his apartment.
He checked his watch, 8am. Nine more hours until he sits down to his sandwich and gets ready for Amy’s.
[bookmark: _8qddmnle3z9]Chapter 33: Late-Feb 1988 (23 years old)
“Hey, how’s it going?” Roman greeted his manager as he walked by the cluster of desks.
“Not bad, yourself?” Drew replied methodically, tracking him with his eyes.
“Yea…can’t complain…can’t complain…” Roman trailed off.
It had been like this for weeks and it was starting to agitate him. It wasn’t that he didn’t care anymore about what he was doing. 
Wait, was it? 
No, probably not. Everything felt this way. No pop. Flat.
Every day it was the same thing. He thought he slept well, couldn’t be sure, though. Drink, drink, drink again. Sometimes an upper…if anything, usually an upper. Nothing crazy though, research-grade from his old roommate Jay. He switched out of engineering into chemistry and was now working in a lab with mice.
A show at velvet underground? On a Monday night? Sure.
More often, trips out to Town’s Casino in Buffalo. He lost money, but he’d make it back…a few weeks or months’ pay didn’t mean much at his age. So he told himself. 
He didn’t drive there. Not because he couldn’t - it just wasn’t the smart move. Brett taking him was the compromise. A sober driver lecturing him on the magic of compound interest and building a strong financial foundation. He was considering an MBA on top of his JD.
Roman nodding along, visualizing the sequence of cards being flipped as he narrowly misses a flush. It happened so many times in the last month that he had switched over to blackjack, with better, but still mixed results. 
Sometimes he thought of himself as a mouse in a cage. Tapping that lever for the next rush of synthetic stimulation. Caffeine first. Quick energy to make up for the fact that he had skipped his last two meals. Nicotine second. Not cigarettes, gum. He couldn’t stand the smell and it was one less thing to consider when holding cards. Alcohol third, usually. Sometimes not if he could get his hands on something better.
As hard as Roman tried, he couldn’t come up with a good reason to stop. Drew said he was delivering on-time, within budget, and to great client satisfaction. Often so early that he could take a day or two off before the project post-mortem or the next one started. Everyone couldn’t be happier and he was still on his usual fast-track. So, Brett would drop him off in Buffalo on Thursday and pick him up Sunday. Normally he would stay with Roman, but he had been getting more serious with the girl he had been dating, Sally. She didn’t wholly approve of all of this.
Well, that’s not entirely true. She did not mind at the beginning, when to all appearances, it was a bit of fun, if not debauchery. Something unfortunate but understood as necessary for men at a certain age. When Brett began sharing stories about Roman’s big wins (and losses) she feared his affliction would be contagious. Still, to her credit, she held her tongue more than one would expect for a young, intelligent, boisterous, and confident Jewish woman.
By aggregating his observations and Roman’s anecdotes (potentially exaggerated), Brett had estimated that over the course of nine months, he had done about $350,000 in volume. About a quarter of that at the poker table, split 70/30 between hold ‘em and five card stud, and three quarters at other table games. The former accounted for most of his losses, but Roman’s ability to secure a loan collateralized by his car, an impulsively purchased sexy flip-up headlight Nissan 200SX gave him the chance to dig himself out of his hole at the blackjack table. A hole, that at peak, was over $100,000.
Roman secured a bag to support a particularly heinous sixty hour bender. It was on that bender that he confessed to Brett the full extent of his losing streak. Though perhaps it wasn’t a confession, because such things are not usually uttered with something that resembles pride. Or at least that is how Brett remembered it, and as it was, he would have been the more reliable narrator of the two.
Nevertheless, over the next four months Roman narrowly avoided repossession of his car by cutting down his debts to zero, making all the money back in a span of a skillful, luck-filled, and let’s face it, legendary three weeks. Well, almost zero, if you don’t count the two thousand dollars spent that night to celebrate. A hazy night that included expensive steaks at Ruth Chris’s, a magic show, double-digit drink orders at the casino-adjoined nightclub, and the mysterious disappearance of $800 at a gentleman’s club to placate a bouncer after getting a little too liberal with his hands. Worth it, Roman couldn’t afford to get half his teeth knocked out a second time.
Without being so dramatic as to suggest that he was living a double life, it might be understandable to an outsider that work at Ogivar would seem mundane in comparison. With the frantic, anticipatory mind of a child the night before Christmas morning, Roman would find himself visualizing his opening hand, the weight of the chips between his fingers, and the bitter taste of his overpoured complimentary cocktail as he was asked about staffing requirements and estimated utilization rates at work.
Means to an end. An end that was uncertain in itself. He couldn’t decide if it was for entertainment or something else, especially when asked, frequently he noted, by Brett. Too frequently. Naggingly frequently, he decided.
Christ. I need a drink. 
But not too many. Just enough so that he could shut down his ruminations, without letting the thoughts he’d been penning up break through. Usually two strong or four weak. Vodka sodas usually, beer sometimes. 
Where the hell was that waitress?
Drug haze and alcohol hangover on a Monday morning, late for work, woken up by the shrill three-part ringtone of his landline at 9am, pant-less. It was impossible for Roman not to question the weekend routine he had fallen into. 
Hearing on that phone call that your mother had been diagnosed with acute myeloid leukemia, had Roman questioning everything. Not then, though. Not when he heard, or rather, was given the news. His father’s voice projecting strength, but with a noticeable quiver. It made things worse. Knowing that he was trying so hard to hold up a façade and despite all effort was failing. If his dad couldn’t, then how could he?
“Does Roger know?” Roman asked, voice even.
“Not yet. We tried calling his home phone this morning but he already left for work. I was surprised we caught you” Gulshan replied.
“Yes, well…ok. I’ll call you after work. Do you have his office number?”
“Yes.” Gulshan said.
“Ok”, said Roman. Then a pause.
“Do you have any questions?” Gulshan prompted.
“Not yet”
“Ok. We will talk tonight.”
“Ok”
Roman hung up the phone, vomited on the floor, then turned on the shower.
After work Roman walked with Roger. Neither knowing what to say, but both knowing it was not their responsibility to soothe the other. Nor could they. 
They stayed focused on the practical. Visiting schedules, transportation, helping out financially, if their dad would allow them.
Roman would drive them out on Mondays, Wednesdays and Fridays. Roger, on Tuesdays and Sundays. They would take it week by week.
“Lucky to have caught it so early” became their mantra.
Roman longed for the feeling of his days having no pop. He had been so focused on how things could have been better, he failed to consider how they could get worse. And right now, it could not get much worse, by his limited estimation. 
He had to become a source of stability. He was on his way financially. Back in November, he and his dad found a property that cash-flowed and enjoyed modest, but consistent year-over-year appreciation. They went 50/50 on it. Roger complained and didn’t talk to him for a week after, despite saying that the investment was “too risky for him anyway” when asked. 
His Dad gave frequent updates and was not shy about expressing his frustration about the lack of preventative care Meema was receiving from her team of doctors. All of them were reluctant to order diagnostics that weren’t wholly indicated. Yet, the conditions that would make them wholly indicated would make the test themselves useless… 
Their dad was demanding CT scans, ultrasounds, and MRIs to look for metastasis, but since there were no localized symptoms, the doctors were refusing to attach their names to the corresponding billing codes.
It incensed Roman.  
If the purpose was to screen early, how did it make sense to wait until symptoms were showing to justify the preventative diagnostics? 
For his mom’s sake, he feigned ignorance of the situation, let his dad handle the logistics and played his role as emotional support, staying by her side.
Six weeks after the initial diagnosis, and three weeks after the first round of high dose chemotherapy, Gulshan decided on a trip to Detroit. Better to pay out of pocket and get what they needed, than wait and see. That was never a methodology that aligned with his temperament. 
Part of Roman wanted to play the role of frightened child, but he knew it was not a real option. It was strange. Being treated like a full adult by his father, who had no emotional bandwidth to inject his usual tact into their conversations. It was impossibly hard on him and it showed. The updates became more procedural and pragmatic. It was going well, but that did only so much to diminish the stress and fear. As things progressed, those feelings were amplified. Roman overheard a nurse saying that the best way to torture someone is to “mix uncertainty with the passing of time.”
I’ve heard that before somewhere…
Part of being treated like an adult was being included in the discussions about finances. After seeing the bill from the diagnostics center, Roman vowed to never go back to Buffalo. Brett would be happy about that, at least.
As far as his mother’s treatment was concerned, things could not have gone smoother. A true blessing. Still, chemotherapy was arduous. Torture. A sadist’s fantasy. 
As Meema lost parts of her being. Her steady gait, her hair, her olive-brown tone, so did Roman lose parts of himself. He clung to the calendar. Only one week left, three more treatments.
Meema was 85lbs.
[bookmark: _xed50tda4gw6]Chapter 34: An Ordinary Life by Roman
Ewan stood there, unmoving, on the front steps of the church. Wednesday, dinner time, few people milling about.
The sun shone brightly yet there was a distinct feeling that this would not hold true for much longer. Still, the wind was cold and biting. Early Spring.
What he was doing there was anyone’s guess. Not religious, but prone to religious experiences. All the same, he couldn’t just stand there. Whisps of hair were finding their way into his eyes and he wasn’t dressed for the weather. 
What was he doing? She would be back soon. He should be there. Or maybe…maybe he should walk away. 
He shifted his weight to the balls of his feet, raised his head and pulled his shoulders back, taking the smallest step forward.
[bookmark: _vlywvotipo6a]#
The landline woke Roman again, and again it was his father. This time, good news – his mother was in the clear, the doctors said. For now, at least, as they would continue to monitor her situation.
Gulshan’s tone of delivery was neutral, and Roman could understood why. He simply didn’t have the resources for affectation. The six week ordeal had left him empty. Pain was well distributed.
Guilt and gratitude were ruling emotions for Roman. He was sheltered from the worst of the treatment by forty kilometres and fifty-five minutes of travel time. But he also wasn’t there when his mother called out for her two sons in the middle of the night in fits of delirium. Trembling.
He didn’t hear this from his father. He wouldn’t pass on such a thing to Roman or Roger. He was a man of discretion. Calculating, often too much so, but protective. That burden, by his estimations, was one that he ought to bear as her husband. That pain, he owned. He heard about the fits when he arrived early to a doctor’s appointment. He was about to round the corner into his mother’s room when Gulshan had asked the attending physician if such things were considered normal. Or, at the very least, within the realm of expectation. It made Roman freeze in place. In that moment, his feet were affixed to the floor. 
Suddenly hyperaware of everything sensational in the hallway, the air conditioner blowing strongly, flicking his cowlick about, the fake wood panel strip lining the wall at waist height, the sickly smell of chlorhexidine, the bright pot lights. 
It felt like all of a sudden, he did not know how to stand. How to distribute his weight. How to carry his body. It was like something important to him left. She needed him, he wasn’t there.
He took a few steps back, shifted the weight to the heels of his feet and loudly clomped his way towards the room. The voices hushed and heads turned as he rounded the corner.
[bookmark: _mhp2h3q1gvsc]Chapter 35: Cindy, 7 weeks later (Early April, ‘88)
The gambling stopped, but the visits to Amy’s wine bar continued. Then he met her. Two days after his mother had been given the “all clear”. He didn't think he was ready. He was right.
Roman was having trouble putting words to the jolt of exhilaration and rotten excitement ripping through his body. The charge was equal parts energizing and debilitating.
It had already been seven weeks. 
Images shot into his head like bullets. He winced. Images of her close to him, feeling her breath and her hands tucking his hair behind his ears. He hated that he couldn't stop thinking. 
Cindy, “Cin”, was everything Michelle wasn't. Dutch, direct, cerebral. The principal cellist for the Toronto Symphony Orchestra. She inhabited her body completely, no hesitation, no emptiness. When she played, she made the entire concert hall feel like they were intruding on something private.
She had a type of power that was foreign to Roman. Power that came to women at that age. In her station, even more so. Power that came not from the monetary rewards of her success, for due to the orchestra's funding constraints she commanded far less by means of salary than one would expect. This power came from the reverence of audiences and the desires of patrons, young and old alike. Something even more universally understood than money.
The way she cradled the cello between her knees, the intense concentration on her face, the way her whole body moved with the bow. It was intimate.
Initially, Roman was more attracted by the passion and commitment to craft, the one dimensionality of a person focused on a single pursuit. The intensity and focus that need be endemic to succeed in a world where being a fraction of a semitone off meant the difference between transcendence and mediocrity.
The flashes would come whether he wanted them to or not. He couldn't bully his brain into submission and no matter what his twenty-three year old body presented to the world, he thought himself more a boy than a man. And there was truth to that. He had always been told he looked like a boy, his youthful features and height lending themselves to such charm. He also thought like a boy, the carefree self-centeredness of a youth devoid of real responsibility, and sometimes acted like a boy, prone to the same mistakes as his peers and then some. 
And she was a girl…never quite his.
He had always seen the value of not trying to grow up too fast. Not because he wanted to savor the energies, exuberance, and follies of his youth (as some of his favorite authors might put it), but because he feared deeply becoming the serious man studying himself in the mirror wielding a straight razor in one hand and a tortoise shell comb in the other.
Perched in an armchair in Roman's mind, one might consider his apprehension to be needless, that his fear lacked any real foundation, and it is true that those thoughts would have some validity. Yet, the raw feelings the image elicited were enough to make him silently vow every morning to never grow up.
It is not that he would shirk his responsibilities. No. He would play the roles required of him. The dependable friend, the dutiful son, the diligent employee…the committed partner… and it failed to feel performative. Though, why he felt the pressure to do them with a quintessentially adult lack of spirit, he never fully understood. What he did grasp was that assuming these responsibilities gave way to richer experiences. A point that was unnecessarily underscored by the lingering rawness in his chest this cloudy, frigid early morn.
His apartment building's locked front door was a few steps away. He fumbled to get purchase of his black lanyard, which when yanked out of his left pant pocket revealed the glint of his keys and blue access fob. His gloved hand on that side too thick and not nearly dexterous enough to accomplish the task of retrieval, he was forced to expose his bare skin to the cold weather. As such, he used his still leather-protected right hand to pull open the metal door handle as he tapped the fob to the sensor.
It was an ordeal, yet, there was an appreciation. The hollowed feelings he experienced when he saw her around town or made the mistake of thinking about her were staying with him for shorter and shorter periods (though the overwhelming intensity of their intrusions had failed to diminish with time). The parts that excited him when they dated, had been weaponized against him.
“Dated”. If that’s what you call scattered outings, where one person is held at arms-length…
Her face was on the TSO's season posters, not everywhere like ballet advertisements, but selective, prestigious. Roy Thomson Hall, the Four Seasons Centre, the occasional subway platform in wealthy neighborhoods. He'd see her holding her cello, that serene, distant expression that suggested she was hearing music no one else could access. It seemed that the tightness in his chest, weakness in his legs, and pulsing in his ears had origins in sweet emotions, but had fermented over time and turned sour.
On their second date she told him something that hooked him. That her favourite work was Don Quixote. It was the explanation, not the fact. She said, “Richard Strauss wrote a tone poem with the same name for cello and orchestra. One of the most expressive and demanding pieces ever written for the instrument. I lived inside that music, felt its humor, its tragedy, its aching beauty. It’s as if the novel and the music shared the same soul.” 
Roman understood living inside art. He did that with his novel.
Later in that conversation, she said something that implied a sense of exclusivity. Her being unwilling to date a man emotionally involved with someone in his past. 
Perfect, that's not me.
Yet, it was still a problem. Not with him and Michelle. That was finished with the finality of a slammed door. But Cin herself. She was performing even when she wasn't on stage.
Seven weeks. That's all it lasted. Seven weeks of feeling like an audience member in his own relationship. She ended it with the same precision she ended a piece: bow lifted, silence descending, applause that meant nothing.
[bookmark: _q6bw5ddn0x9]Chapter 36 (Late May, ‘88)
Five weeks after it ended, he was in a bookstore, wandering without much purpose, letting his fingers skim the spines of novels without stopping to read the titles. It was a weird time, too early for most people to be here, at least on a workday. This was part of the reason he'd come. He liked how surprisingly quiet it was at 10 AM. It gave the illusion of having the city to himself.
Near the poetry section, where he rarely found himself, he caught sight of a name.
“Cindy Sven-Vanderberg”
It was on the bottom corner of a classical music magazine, printed in small, elegant text beneath a photograph of her in profile, cello bow suspended mid-stroke.
He recognized her by the posture. The way she held her shoulders, the angle of her neck when she played. He had seen it up close before, in her apartment, practicing scales at dawn while he pretended to sleep on her couch.
Roman rested on it for a moment too long. Not long enough for anyone to notice, but enough that he did.
Then he turned away.
He bought a book he didn't particularly want, walked out, and didn't think about it again.
The next morning, he took a different route. He wasn't sure why. Maybe he wanted the longer walk, or maybe it was just something to do.
It had frosted lightly overnight despite it being late in the Spring, and now the streets were covered in a thin, untouched layer, the kind that would disappear within the hour. The air was sharp, the kind that made his breath curl in front of him before vanishing.
And then, by chance or something like it, there she was. 
Damn.
She was at the park, hands in her pockets, kicking a tennis ball lazily for her dog. She was bundled up, but still, she looked refined somehow, as if the cold was something she'd agreed to rather than something imposed upon her.
Aria, her labradoodle, the name meaning “song” in Italian, spotted him first, tail wagging, trotting a few steps toward him before stopping.
Then she looked up.
"Oh, hey," she said, surprised but warm. Or maybe he imagined that.
It was nothing. Just a moment of recognition. A polite acknowledgment.
Roman could have done the same. A nod, a casual greeting, something noncommittal.
Instead, for reasons he couldn't quite understand, he said:
"Good morning."
There was a slight pause. Not long, just enough for him to know she had noticed the formality of it.
Then she turned back to Aria, as if the moment had already dissolved.
He kept walking.
The whole thing lasted less than ten seconds. Probably less than five. 
And yet…
He should have been over this by now. Should have been past whatever ghost of her still lingered in his body, waiting to be startled awake by something as stupid as a run-in at the park.
By the time he reached his client's office, he had pushed her out of his mind.
[bookmark: _pce3y3hywwsl]#
His client was new and old. Her husband had been an investor in Ogivar, mostly passive but for a few passion projects that he insisted on being involved in. He passed away six months ago. His wife, Bea, a delicate English woman took on his affairs, this included.
In keeping with a woman her age and class, she was very modest, in demeanor and dress. Formally adorned with a silk scarf tied loosely around her neck, concealing and accenting. 
She asked the attention of the company in various ways, and given the size of her husband’s contribution, the continuance of which now relying on her, Roman’s manager was determined to keep her happy. The first attempts came in the program director heading over for morning tea. He lasted two sessions before she requested another “relationship manager”. Then, came Roman’s manager, Drew. He lasted one session. Roman was the only one to last more than two, and including this meeting, would have seen her seven times.
He took this as tacit approval. Though, she would never say such a thing.
Knocking on her door, she told him it was open and to please come in. He slipped off his dress shoes and made polite greetings, setting down his briefcase. He knew from experience that he would not need it.
Bea had made it clear that she had no intentions to move her capital unless she sensed that the company's interests were not in alignment with her own. Her interests being in various forms of art: music, visual, performance.
He knew to make tea for them upon arrival and hastened towards the kitchen. His grandmother on his dad’s side had taught him how to make a “proper cuppa”. He speculated this was the main thing that he brought to the table in these meetings in more than the literal sense.
Hot water would not do. He had to bring the water to boil, but only just. It must not keep boiling afterwards.
He splashed a bit of the nearly boiling water into the teapot to warm it. It was a Chatsford. Made in England. Nothing else would do.
He poured the water out and readied the teabags. One PG tips and a Typhoo together, then another Typhoo. One bag per person, then one for the pot. He added about three and a half cups of water. This made it too strong for Roman, but his preference was less important.
He covered the pot with a union jack cozy and placed it on a melamine trivet. He would let it steep for four and a half minutes exactly. 
Bea took sugar. Loose, not cubed. One and a half heaping teaspoons added first to give it a chance to melt before the temperature of the milk interrupted the process. He poured slowly waiting for her to say “when”. She opts for 2% milk, which she deems “passable” but nothing like the whole milk back home. Bea had been in Canada for five years now, yet her home still reeks of nostalgia for London.
She lifted the China teacup to her mouth and sipped. Roman studied her expression. She pressed her lips together tightly, remaining neutral as she returned the cup to the saucer. He had passed.
She gestured to the lavender shortbread cookies wordlessly offering one. He politely declined, with the wave of a hand. She leaned back in her chair and said:
“Tell me, Roman. How are you?”
There was no reason for his stomach to drop the way it did. No reason at all.
“Fine thanks, and you?” he said evenly.
The client nodded, “Good. A young man like yourself should be doing fine. Me, I have been restless as of late.”
Roman’s fingers tightened slightly around his teacup’s handle.
“Oh? Why might that be?” he asked.
Bea exhaled slowly, the kind of measured breath that suggested she had already given this answer a great deal of thought. That suggested this was the reason why she had asked him over at 7:30am on a Thursday.
 She placed her teacup down, aligning it precisely within the ring on the saucer.
“I find myself in need of something to look forward to,” she said. 
Roman made a small noise of agreement, noncommittal but sympathetic.
“I try,” she continued, “But it’s all so terribly dull”.
Her honestly surprised him, but he knew she wasn’t opening up to him. It was more so that she did not care what he thought of her. That he was so beneath her that it did not matter. 
He simply nodded.
Bea reached for a shortbread, broke off a small piece, and let it rest between her fingers before she spoke again.
“The arts still move me,” she said. “If I let them.”
She paused. “Do you share this interest?”
Roman knew there was a correct answer. That she was asking for the performance of it rather than the information itself. He set down his teacup carefully.
“Yes, of course,” he said.
Bea made a quiet, approving hum. “I expected you might.”
He hesitated for just long enough that she lifted her gaze, watching him with a sharpness that made him feel temporarily pinned.
“I asked you over to make a request of you”  Bea said, breaking the shortbread further, letting the crumbs fall onto the delicate blue and white of her plate.
Roman looked at her intently. Ready to agree to anything.
"I'd like to go this season," she said lightly. "To the symphony, that is. They're doing Dvořák's Cello Concerto next month."
She glanced at him again, something unreadable in her expression. "Would you be able to procure tickets?"
It wasn't really a request.
Roman felt his pulse skip…just for a second. He knew who the soloist would be.
"Of course," he said.
Bea smiled faintly and reached for her tea again. "Good," she said. "Then I shall look forward to your company."
Despite all his careful avoidance, he found himself back in her world.
Dvořák's Cello Concerto
Roman arrived at Roy Thomson Hall with a measured pace, careful not to seem hurried or restless. Bea walked beside him, slow and deliberate, the way people moved when they were accustomed to being observed. She had dressed for the occasion, in a dark green silk dress and a thin mink stole that barely kept the wind off her shoulders. He had opted for a dark charcoal gray suit, nothing ostentatious, but well-fitted. Elegant enough to be noted but not commented on.
"You're comfortable with these sorts of things, aren't you?" Bea said as they entered the grand glass lobby, past the donors' names etched in brass.
Roman smiled, neither confirming nor denying.
Inside the concert hall, the lighting was warm and low. The sound of conversation hummed around them, punctuated by the occasional clink of a champagne flute. Bea was welcomed into conversations with quiet nods and gentle smiles. Roman stayed close enough to appear engaged but far enough to remain uninvolved. He played his role well. When she introduced him, he was poised, charming. Just enough wit, just enough restraint.
When they took their seats, he exhaled slowly, forcing his body into something resembling ease. It wasn't that he was nervous, exactly. Or rather, he was nervous in a way that had nothing to do with the people around him, with the etiquette, with the demands of appearing perfectly composed.
The orchestra began tuning. Then silence. Then she walked out.
He recoiled.
Not visibly. Not in any way that could be detected. But in the quiet, involuntary way a body responds to unpleasant memories.
She wore a long black dress, her hair pulled back severely. She carried her cello like it weighed nothing. The audience applauded before she'd even played a note.
When she began, the entire hall seemed to contract around the sound. The Dvořák was particularly cruel. A piece about longing, about home, about things lost and remembered. She played it like she was bleeding it out, every note pulled from somewhere deep and unwilling.
The clumsy way she ended things with him, juxtaposed with this precision. This control. The audience adored her. He could feel it, the way their attention was magnetized to her. Even Bea, usually so composed, leaned forward slightly.
Roman felt, absurdly, as though he should be proud. It was an embarrassing thought. Painful. It made him feel something harder to place.
Pathetic.
He resented himself for it. He had no right to this feeling, no justification for the sharp little splinters it drove into his chest. He had been discarded. She had slipped him off like she'd set down her bow at the end of a piece.
He sat through the rest of the performance as if he were fine. And, in a way, he was. He didn't break, didn't flinch.
When it was over, he rose smoothly to his feet and offered Bea his arm. She took it, and they stepped out into the cold night as though nothing had happened at all.
[bookmark: _9hnjpke5514d]Chapter 37: The Park (one week later)
It was late morning when he saw her again.
He walked further north than he usually did, walking aimlessly, letting the day stretch out before him without purpose. And then, by pure chance, there she was, on a narrow strip of grass between the sidewalk and the road, again with her dog.
She didn't see him. He barely saw her. Just a quick, fleeting image, half-captured in his periphery before he was already past her.
He didn't turn around. He didn't slow his pace.
But the rest of the walk felt different, like it existed in a slightly altered reality.
That evening, without much thought, he called her answering machine.
He spoke plainly, without embellishment.
"Hey, I heard the Dvořák last week with a client," he said. "You were great. Congratulations."
There was a pause, as if he might say something else. But he didn't.
He hung up.
And that was it.
It didn't feel like a grand resolution, like a cinematic ending. But there was something final in it, something settled.
[bookmark: _46g35e43djg5]Chapter 38: The Release (June, 1988)
Roman sat in his apartment, Brett across from him drinking beer.
"You're moving to Ottawa?" he asked.
"Better position. New Company"
"I didn’t even know you were interviewing. This have anything to do with Michelle?"
"No. It's about starting fresh."
"And Cin?"
"Was a mistake. For both of us, I think."
Brett nodded.
“What if she called you…I don’t know…a year from now?” He asked.
“I don’t know.”
But the question started him thinking.
The boxes were already being packed, and realized he felt something like pity for Cindy. Not condescending pity, but the deep sadness of watching someone trapped in patterns they didn't create and couldn't break.
The few times she opened up to him, it was about trying not to do the thing that came so naturally to her. Perform. For others. 
She was working on living for herself. Figuring out who she was in the absence of needs impressed upon her. Roman, perhaps wasn’t the right person for her. Or maybe, he was, but came at the wrong time. If he was being honest with himself, he was intrigued by her, but not drawn in the way he should have been. Something about her struck him as fragile. A warning light. She ended it, yes, but he couldn’t deny the palpable relief that bubbled up afterwards. It was as if she didn’t do it, he knew he would’ve had to eventually. Whether that would have happened days, weeks, months, or years in, he had no semblance of an idea.
It didn’t matter.
Now, if she came with strength, having done the self-work…
The thought was tempting, but he couldn’t live anywhere but now. He gave what he could. She gave what she could. It wasn’t enough for either of them. 
"I hope she figures it out," Roman said.
"Who?" Brett asked.
"Exactly.”
If they didn’t they’d both hate themselves for it. But if they fell back into old patterns, it would be because it was all they knew.
I wonder if my taste in women is a form of self-harm…
Roman smiled at the thought and cracked another beer.
[bookmark: _1t7j53qblurx]Chapter 39: Closure, July ‘88
Roman's last day in Toronto was unseasonably warm, even for July. He walked through his old neighborhoods, past the bars where he'd gotten drunk, past Michelle's apartment building, past Roy Thomson Hall.
At a coffee shop, he wrote two letters he'd never send:
Cindy,
You taught me that intensity isn't the same as intimacy. That performance, no matter how beautiful, isn't connection. I could have seen myself in a pas de deux, but I hope you find what you were looking for: someone who wants to be your audience. 
Michelle,
You taught me that understanding someone's damage doesn't mean you have to live in it. I hope you allow yourself one day to exist completely.
He threw both letters away, paid for his drink, and got in the rental truck.
Ottawa was five hours away. A city where no one knew him as the guy who'd dated the cellist or the girl with empty spaces.

[bookmark: _gejqa334hwe3]Chapter 40: Second Thoughts?
Roman had given it some thought. He could stay in Toronto. Stay where things made sense, where he knew the subway routes by heart, where his brother and him could go for walks at a moment's notice, where he could call and meet one of his friends for a drink without having to plan it a week in advance.
But something about Ottawa, about the move, had an allure he couldn’t shake.
It was the way people at Ogivar Technologies spoke about it…like it was inevitable, like if you were ambitious and young and working in tech in Canada, you would end up in Ottawa. The government was pouring money into research, communications infrastructure, and microchip development. Mitel, his new employer, was leading the charge in telecom.
Roman wasn’t naive enough to believe every line of corporate optimism, but the momentum was real. Deals were being made, money was being moved. Even the Toronto execs had begun eyeing Ottawa, begrudgingly admitting that the tide was shifting.
[bookmark: _k6go7n7aqfqr]Chapter 41: Ottawa (August, ‘88)
His first few days in Ottawa were disorienting in a way he hadn't expected.
It was colder than Toronto, but that wasn’t the real difference. It was the tail end of summer, still. The difference was in the space. The way the city stretched out, less dense, less chaotic, but also less comforting. There was no skyline, just a government town built on wide streets and an uneasy balance between old stone buildings and new glass offices.
His apartment was in Centretown, an old walk-up with questionable heating but hardwood floors and a view of the street below. 
During the first weekend, he wandered.
He walked down Bank Street, past coffee shops with exposed brick walls and overpriced pastries. He bought a secondhand pair of gloves at a vintage store in the Glebe, they were heavier than what he had brought. All the talk he had heard about Ottawa winters was starting to make him nervous. He spent an afternoon at the ByWard Market, drinking a soda and watching government interns eat overpriced sandwiches on their lunch breaks.
He wasn’t sure if he could get used to this.
Though, for the first time in a long time, there was no one to check in with, no plans that had to be made around other people, no family events he was expected at. The solitude returned oxygen to his lungs.
At night, he found himself in bars that didn’t quite feel like bars: half-restaurant, half-lounge, full of people who worked in tech or policy or some intersection of both. He listened more than he spoke, picking up on the way people talked about their work. 
Big ideas, big words, all wrapped up in the language of strategy.
He wasn’t sure if he was witnessing ambition or something else. 
Whatever it was, it was in Ottawa, pulsing beneath the surface.
Chapter 42: Reconnecting with Maya (Sept)
He had known Maya in university. Roman had never met anyone so optimistic. It made her magnetic. He privately thought of her as the sun; he wanted to soak in her energy. Not strictly his type, for a reason he couldn’t quite figure out,  Roman did not have an immediate physical attraction, but she was an undeniably beautiful girl. Girl, for that is what she was when they met, in her innocence. 
Now, years later, she was in Ottawa too. He reached out to her for drinks.
She had a boyfriend. She made sure to mention this early, slipping it into conversation in a way that felt less like a warning and more like an obligation.
Roman pretended not to notice the way she lingered on certain words. The first time they reconnected, they talked for four hours. Even still, he had left feeling like they had only scratched the surface.
They met in September, a month after his move at an Italian restaurant. The wine special drew in Roman’s overtaxed wallet. It was one of those places with floor-to-ceiling windows and worn wooden tables, where parts of the room were underlit and others were overexposed. Roman had heard rumors about mice being spotted.
When she walked in, he knew immediately that she had changed. Not in an obvious way. She still had the same posture, the same easy grace, the same way of moving through a space like she had already taken stock of every detail in it. She still smiled the way she always had: wide and dazzling, like something out of a film.
But she was different.
She didn’t throw herself into conversation like before, didn’t let words spill out of her the way she used to. She spoke carefully, precisely, like every sentence had been thought through before she said it. Measured, but not cold.
He didn’t realize how much he had been expecting her to be exactly the same until he saw that she wasn’t.
They talked about ordinary things first. The places they had lived, the work they had done, the people they had lost track of. Then, after a while, she told him.
“I went through a depression,” she said, like it was a fact and not a confession. “A bad one.”
He didn’t say anything at first. Not because he didn’t know what to say, but because his mind refused to pair those words with her.
Maya, who had once been the brightest thing in any room.
Maya, who had laughed at everything and danced barefoot in the rain and tilted her head back under the sun like it was something that belonged to her.
Maya, who he had always imagined with a flower tucked behind her ear, running through a sunflower field at the height of summer, twirling in a dress that caught the wind like it was made of air.
He tried, in that moment, to imagine her in the darkness of it. Not moving, not smiling, not speaking. He tried to picture her in a room where the curtains were always drawn, where everything was heavy and slow and she was just another still thing inside of it.
He couldn’t.
She told him about the worst of it. The exhaustion, the weeks where even brushing her teeth felt like an impossible task. The way joy had felt like a foreign concept, something other people experienced in a language she no longer understood. She had been medicated for a while, and for the first time in her life, she had felt dull. Not sad. Just muted. Like someone had turned the brightness down on the world and left her in the shadows of it.
“It made me think differently about everything,” she admitted. “About people. About pain. About happiness.”
It was true.
The way she spoke now was different. She still saw beauty in things, but it was a quieter appreciation, a more careful kind. She didn’t try to fill space like before. She let silence exist between them, and it didn’t feel uncomfortable, it felt earned.
Roman realized something then.
Maya wasn’t a girl anymore. She was a woman. Not because of age, but because of loss.
And yet, she was still Maya.
She was still the kind of person who made people feel warmer just by standing near them. Still the kind of person who laughed with her whole body, even if she did it less often now.
She was still someone who, when she looked at you, made you feel like you were something worth looking at.
There are certain people in life who make you feel, by the simple fact of their friendship, that you must have done something right.
Roman had always known that Maya was one of those people for him. He had never needed to say it aloud, and he never would. But knowing her, knowing that she saw something in him worth keeping, had always been a small thing he carried with him. Not big enough to define him, not big enough to change anything substantial. But something the size of a coin, sitting near his heart.
Something he could touch when he needed to calibrate.
[bookmark: _oiyi2zsya8r]#
Over the months, these meetings, like something agreed upon without being explicitly stated, became routine. They talked about books mostly, the kind of books that weren’t just stories but ideas. Poetry and philosophy, novels that required an active read.
It was thrilling, in a way that had nothing to do with attraction and everything to do with the way their minds clicked together.
It was innocent. But innocence was a slippery thing, easily redefined in hindsight.
Maya had a talent for intellectualizing everything but also letting them settle. She wasn’t passive, just quieter, more observant. Grounded, but only sometimes. It was clearly something she was working at.
She studied Roman’s words and thoughts in a way that made him feel seen, like she was deciphering a code he hadn’t meant to leave behind, but was happy that he did.
They always drank. They always laughed. They always left each other feeling better than before they met up.
Wine glasses were always refilled without thought. Maya was talking about something…he couldn’t remember what, then she cut off and said suddenly, 
“You're funny.”
He coughed lightly, the wine slightly acidic. “Ha. What do you mean?”
She tilted her head slightly, as if deciding whether or not to answer.
“You make people look at things differently than they want to.”
‘Then they want to…and that makes me funny?’ he asked.
She sipped her wine, a gentle sign of dismissal.
He topped up her glass and she raised it to take a sip then paused.
She used it like a shield when their eyes met. 
That pause.
Why did she look embarrassed?
They never talked about it.
When he got home that evening, he wrote.
Chapter 43: An Ordinary Life by Roman	Comment by Kiran Malik: make cuts
Boredom wasn’t something Ewan was well acquainted with. This was not a result of his personality, but his habits. He had never stayed still long enough to allow the sensation to fully saturate his mind. 
Perhaps he was terrified of stillness and the thoughts that his subconscious might reveal, or perhaps it was a revulsion to stagnation. It surely didn’t matter practically, but that is not the same as it being insignificant. 
In this new city, it was a different ball game entirely. How else could he justify where he was, doing what he was doing? 
“She was seeing someone”, a fact she insisted on repeating freely and often.
Was she trying to remind herself, or me?
There was no blame to be assigned. Sure, it was he that suggested they meet, but it was also she that accepted his invitation, and it’s not like there weren’t times where she initiated.
Perhaps it was that they both had appreciated the rarity of finding someone with the same taste in books! 
That might be naïve. 
Ewan, well aware that while he was more than adequately stimulated by the pace of his career, involvement and passion for his hobbies, and the whirlwind of his social life, still felt like there was always “room” for more. The “room” is the same that which exists at the end of a 7-course meal. 
Here, dessert was a feeling, but it was unnamable. It could be specially attributable to the merging of minds over literature. That was a start to his definition.
Like dessert, still, it was something difficult to refuse for someone with any kind of appreciation for the richness of life and its offerings. This was the appreciation Ewan wanted to cultivate.
It has confused him more than once. And…more importantly, it had gotten him into trouble more than once. He had an insatiable appetite and no regard for consequences, and so found himself back in the same spot again and again.
Though, even in that thought there is an error…if I lack the regret. The guilt. The, arguably, key internal indicator of what constitutes a “mistake”, can what I am doing be classified as such?
Spotty, but he would see it through.
Who, tell me, is the victim? Certainly not her. If anyone, me…
He was staring up at the ceiling, trying to connect his disjointed thoughts,
My friends tell me it is him, but in that suggestion I searched earnestly and found nothing convincing…
 His eyes searched the left side of the room, forefinger and thumb pinching the narrow stem of the wine glass,
Maybe it’s because I am in receipt of something. Is that alone, enough? Enough to raise the hackles of someone confined to the bounds of intimacy? Surely not.
If that be the case, count me out of any similar arrangement. 
If it is included, explicitly or no, in a commitment to another, the tacit promise to search or rely on, with priority, that person for such a feeling I want no part. For other feelings, sure, I concede the reasonableness of that, but for the joys and excitement coming from the shared magic of the written word, no. That is too restrictive.
To hold someone back on those grounds feels…myopic…stifling…overbearing
Ewan, starting to exhaust his faculties, refreshed himself with a sip of red wine,
Perhaps it is more so the overactive imagination of the partner, rather than her, that makes his mention more and more frequent…
“My boyfriend doesn’t read much, he prefers to watch sports”, became almost an idiom with the frequency it was mentioned, accompanied always by a subconscious frown…subconscious because it surely escapes the notice of the utterer who thought  it a reasonable concession to make for all the other positive attributes of her partner.
It does not manifest as anything as obvious as an actual facial expression, but in a hurried sip or the abrupt breaking of eye contact. Those being enough to confirm to me that those needs are left untended to…
He was getting warm and noticed his veins dilating from the alcohol. He was on his third glass, and his blood flowed at the same pace as his thoughts,
Christ. Where was I? Yes. Is the fact that someone’s girlfriend is providing an intellectual experience to me the issue? Or is it that I am doing the same for her?
Is it this, that causes the beer-chugging, sports-watching male to make the snide remark before she slinks out the door to meet me?
Or is it something simpler than that? Is it because he thinks I want what is his? The neanderthal probably thinks in those terms too. “His”, “hers”’
He thoughts were becoming more agitated as his inhibitions lowered. It was time to allow his emotions to carry them,
“Is it because I am a “nerd” but not a loser? Is it insecurity? Probably, but that is a question no one can expect a definitive answer to. Though, relying on experience, I would say yes.
It can’t be because I am attracted to her. He doesn’t know that… surely she wouldn’t be so foolish as to mention that. Even offhand…
…I would think an agreement on her part to meet for our shared reason [that is literary] is an acceptance of a social contract. The particular social contract put explicitly,
“I understand you might be attracted to me. Whether I too, am attracted to you, is irrelevant because at current, I am attached, a fact I expect you to understand and respect. We are here for a different purpose than that. A different need for which I am seeking service.”
and an equally important but overlooked addendum, “And…if circumstances were to change, it would have to be on my initiative. I.e. For a no-penalty breach of our social contract, any violation in relation to the sanctity of myself and my partner would have to be conducted by me and not you. If you, it is highly likely that would lose access to me for our pre-agreed purpose and become the object of my scorn and potentially my partner’s violence”
Ewan’s head was starting to spin, and he was getting lost in his language, wondering why he resorted to almost Shakespearian prose. 
When has he used “scorn” other than now in his entire life?
Close to the end of the line, riding his train of thought, he considered how this contract was never stated yet self-evident, communicated by body language, eye contact, and the consideration of what was appropriate and not. It was wonderfully, beautifully complex. He let that thought percolate, while swirling the last sip of wine around his glass like a centrifuge.
“Another bottle?”, she asked, returning from her bathroom break.
“Yes.” Ewan replied, eager to dig into the book they had selected for their weekly meeting blocked off in their calendars as “literature and libations.”
Chapter 44: Ottawa, January ‘89
Roman stared at the last sentence he had written. 	Comment by Kiran Malik: Does he have a computer?
He made Ewan’s buzzed thoughts sound elegant at best. Rambling, at worst. Maybe he wanted to believe that. Maybe he wanted to believe that what he was thinking and feeling could be chalked up to intellectualism. It was overwritten.
He sat back in his chair and stretched his arms overhead, feeling the slight crack in his shoulders. The room around him was somehow still half-unpacked, boxes stacked neatly, labeled in his own handwriting: clothes, kitchen, books, miscellaneous. Very helpful. The light outside had dimmed without him noticing. He had been sitting there for three hours. Finished eight beers.	Comment by Kiran Malik: Is there a significance to this?
He appreciated Ewan. If something felt good, he relived it through Ewan. If something hurt, it was Ewan’s pain, not his. If something felt unsatisfying or unresolved, it was just the nature of storytelling, a thread left intentionally loose.
He expected he would need a lot more of him, if he fell deeper into his routine with Maya.
He got ready for bed. He had work in the morning.
[bookmark: _ohhdbmltcf43]#
The day went quickly and was wholly uneventful. Four meetings, two in person, two on the phone. No actions needed from Roman, just “FYI’s” and contracts to copy. 
He returned from the bathroom and hung two right turns back to his cubicle, intent on grabbing his things, a small, black leather briefcase and his oversized lambskin jacket. With roomy arms, it was easy to put on quickly, his A158 didn’t catch on the sleeve like it did with his peacoat. He appreciated that small detail. He appreciated a lot about that jacket, partly obligatory because he spent an arm and a leg on it, but mostly genuine. He bought it from the Acton Hide House, a famous leather goods store with the slogan, “It’s worth the drive to Acton”. There was no false advertising  - it was buttery soft, had a smooth zipper, and broke the wind better than anything else he had.
He spun around as he whipped it across his back, sliding his left arm through and scooping up his case. Slight vignette of his field of vision told him that he moved a bit too quickly and that his club sandwich at lunch was probably not enough to keep him going this late in the day. He considered, then dismissed, the notion of hitting the vending machine on the way out. He was exhausted and just wanted to get home. Walking down the cubicle-formed corridor towards the elevator, Roman’s eyes flitted about, taking in the drab fluorescent office lighting, thinking about how it washed everything out so much that it was almost disorienting. 
Was it the lighting, the low blood sugar, or the espresso shot he did an hour earlier?
He didn’t linger long enough on the thought to arrive at a winning theory.
The elevator ride was quick, and he had the rare luxury of riding solo. The doors slid open to the lobby, and he caught a glimpse of the wall clock, reading 5:24pm. The office became a ghost town at 5:00pm, but he knew that the regional manager, Ryan, left at 5:10pm, it was a small price to pay, staying ten percent longer for the appearance of working fifty percent harder than his peers. Well, not just the appearance, Roman actually did; playing the game and being last to leave was just the icing on the cake.
Pushing the front doors open he was hit by the supercooled air, typical of January in Ottawa. The forecast said -13 degrees Centigrade, with wind chill making it feel like -20. It’s not forever. He reminded himself over and over, and with greater emphasis when gusts of wind took his breath away. Roman stuck his left hand into his jacket and produced his keys from his right inside pocket where they fit so perfectly, another win for the lambskin. He had a vague idea of where he parked, and even though it was only ten hours ago, it may as well have been a lifetime. 
Getting closer, the boxy shape and rounded boot confirmed that it was indeed his 1977 beat-to-hell eggshell white Austin Marina. An embarrassing downgrade from his Nissan that he sold to cover gambling debts.
With so much time between meals Roman had a chill, his body on strike, not producing heat until he fed it more wood. This made his car’s first idiosyncrasy, the broken heater, all the more charming. 
Getting in a plopping his briefcase down on the passenger side, he popped open the glovebox to retrieve a thick pair of fleece-lined mittens, stuffing them into his crotch while he put on his seatbelt, hoping for even the smallest amount of heat transfer. Being able to see your breath in the dark was always demoralizing, even more so when in the supposed comfort of your vehicle. The struggle, almost poetic.
He inserted the key and turned it. The car groaned in protest, like a teenager woken too soon. Like it was unreasonable for Roman to expect it to do what it was built to do. Like it was uniquely capable of capturing his exact thoughts of these damned Ottawa Winters. 
The engine turned, turned, turned, and finally came to life with the underwhelming mutter of a 1.8L B-series engine. The British may have figured out the Jaguar XJS, but when it came to reliability, Roman sided with the Axis powers.
When he was younger, he would’ve loved a Volkswagen Rabbit…but was forced to drive the Austin instead. Some of the older kids on his street had pooled their money to get one, sharing it for dates, grocery runs, and road trips. He overheard one of them say that he installed something called a turbocharger system. While Roman did not know what it did exactly, he assumed by the roar of the engine that had a lot to do with making it faster and louder. They had lowered it to the ground and had a decal sticker on the rear window that read, “THUNDERBUNNY” in Led Zeppelin-esque font. He didn’t know how it was possible, but there always seemed to be a different girl getting out of the backseat.
He lamented. A rabbit of his own would have made him a local legend, surely. But it wasn’t up to him. And just like with everything else, Dad knew best. Which would certainly be true, if we were talking about mathematics, psychology, or any hard science, but when it came to cars and more particularly, used car salesmen, he was what one would describe as a complete mark. His dad had bought the car while he was in his first year of high school. Roman had never heard of the unpopular British Car Manufacturer and thought his dad had bought a different model of an Aston Martin. Whether he thought this in earnest or was blinded by optimism would be hard to say even by him. He thought how cool it would be ride passenger in it. To have something in common with James Bond. He had seen all the movies and just started getting into the books, kicked off by Fleming’s Goldfinger, an excellent Sunday-morning find when perusing garage sales with Meema. 
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Roger had told him the origin story of the Austin, an account which he trusts wholly, mainly because it was too ordinary and a bit too boring to be fabricated. And, because his brother was never prone to hyperbole. Roman wasn’t sure he had the imagination for it.
As it goes, Roger and their dad approached the lot, and the salesmen started salivating. He said dad was in his typical trench coat and bowler hat. Atypical dress for a Canadian at the time. 
Apparently, they practically pushed Roger aside to get to him. “Coffee, water, muffin?”
Cheap, warm, and stale.
They threw questions at him like dodgeballs. Gulshan could only hold out so long before he was forced to admit that “he didn’t know a lot about cars.”
Dead in the water. They could have sold him anything.
And, unfortunately, they did.
The lot was lined with options, some reasonable, some desirable. But then there was the Austin Marina. Eggshelled and unassuming, an artifact of British engineering at its most middling. They had parked it in the middle of the row, tucked between two flashier sedans, like a child in a lineup of soldiers.
Gulshan had looked at it, eyes narrowing slightly.
“What about that one?”
Roger had sighed. “Dad, no.”
But it was too late. One of the salesmen had caught the glance, stepped forward like he had been waiting for this exact moment. Like a magician who forced you to pull the card he wanted.
“Oh, this,” the man said, clapping a hand on the roof as though they had just discovered it together. “She’s a hidden gem. Most reliable thing on the lot.”
Roger, skeptical, had taken a half-step back. Gulshan, nodding, stepped forward.
“How much?”
“Well, let’s see,”  the salesman said, tilting his head as if running calculations in his mind. “For you, my friend, I can do something special.”
Roman could picture the scene perfectly. He had run it over in his mind whenever the engine spluttered or it pulled to the right on the highway. The way his father’s chest might have puffed slightly at that, at the idea that he was being given something exclusive. The way the salesman probably glanced at his colleagues, sharing an imperceptible smirk.
And, just like that, the deed was done.
He had bought the car outright. No haggling, no second opinions. A handshake, a receipt, and a wave as they drove off the lot.
Roger had been livid.
“They saw him coming a mile away,”  he’d said, shaking his head quickly. “You should have seen the guy’s face when Dad pulled out the cash.”
Roman had laughed, but in truth, he wasn’t sure what was funnier, the fact that his father had been swindled so easily, or the fact that he had bought it off his dad knowing all of its problems before driving it to Ottawa. Like father, like son.
Now, here he was, in the Ottawa cold, waiting for the engine to warm up.
His fingers were stinging and he thought about the Volkswagen Rabbit, the turbocharger, and the endless rotation of girls stepping out of the backseat.
The vents pushed out a weak breath of lukewarm air that vanished into the already frosted windshield. Roman rubbed his hands together, blowing warm air between them, but the heat faded before it even reached his fingertips.
The lot was nearly empty now, the last few cars buried under a fresh layer of snow. The headlights cast two narrow beams onto the unplowed road ahead. The roads were always worse out here, but he had made peace with that months ago. The car wasn’t going to do him any favors. Neither was the city.
He put it in drive and eased out of the lot.
Outside, everything looked the same as it always did. Rows of streetlights, traffic signals blinking against the steady snowfall, a few figures bundled up against the wind. The radio murmured quietly, but he wasn’t really listening. He kept the volume low, enough to fill the silence but not enough to demand his attention.
It had been a long day. He wasn’t particularly tired, but his body felt slow, his thoughts unfocused. He rolled his shoulders back, flexing his fingers against the wheel. It was the cold. That, or something else.
Halfway home, he thought about dinner. Something Italian, surely. He had pasta in his cupboard, some canned tomatoes, maybe even parmesan if it hadn’t gone bad. He pictured the whole process: the boiling water, the garlic hitting the pan, the sauce thickening. He liked cooking when he had the energy for it. It felt like control.
He turned onto his street, parked underground, and turned off the car. The sudden quiet was almost a shock.
Inside, his apartment was still and dark. The only light came from the city outside, filtering through the blinds. He stepped in, locked the door behind him, shrugged off his jacket and tossed his gloves onto a bench by his shoe rack.
Then he noticed the blinking red light.
A message.
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He pressed play.
Maya’s voice filled the room, soft, sweet, but steady. “Hey, Rome”. A pause. “I hope you’re doing okay”
He stood there, watching the light blink in time with her words.
“I wanted to tell you this myself before you heard it from anyone else.” Another pause. “I’m moving to Switzerland.”
The words landed heavy. Heavier than they should have.
“I got a position at a research lab in Zurich. It’s permanent. I leave in a few weeks.”
She sounded normal. Like this was just another update, like she was telling him she’d gotten a new apartment or a better job in Toronto. But it wasn’t.
“I just wanted to say goodbye properly. And to say—“ A hesitation. “—I am grateful to have you in my life, Roman. Truly.’
The message ended with a sharp beep.
He stood there for a moment, looking at nothing, feeling nothing in particular. Then he rummaged through the cupboards for his dry ingredients.
#
Roman exhaled, rubbing a hand over his jaw.
The fact of Maya leaving wasn’t what got to him. It wasn’t even the idea of losing her.
It was what it meant.
It was the foreshadowing of everything else that was coming.
He had convinced himself that moving to Ottawa would be good. That it was an opportunity, something worth chasing. But Maya was proof of something he hadn’t fully allowed himself to acknowledge yet. People left. Things shifted. The people who made a place feel real, feel familiar, they disappeared.	Comment by Kiran Malik: call forward
Ottawa already felt temporary. It had felt temporary from the beginning. And now, sitting here in his dark apartment, pasta ingredients still untouched in the kitchen, he had to wonder how long it would be before he left, too.
He could call her back.
Tell her he was happy for her. Tell her it made sense.
But instead, he sat in silence, watching the answering machine light blink one last time before it went still.
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Roman woke up the next morning expecting to lag. To have to force himself into his morning routine and grind through the rest of the day. 
He didn’t. It was a strange idiosyncrasy of his that every now and then the resistances of life tended to slip away entirely. Roman had called it ‘intermittent hypomania’, internally, because externally, he was far from a diagnosis…not that he was looking for one. During these phases, all became well, in an instant, seemingly. It was the effortlessness of positive emotion and energy, that made it so noticeable. Like he need only apply a fraction of the force to do an action, then, sustain the action with infinitely less. Very little approached this feeling and he generally considered it a good omen.
Mitel was a a contributing factor, he reasoned, a step in the right direction. Still nothing approximating a dream job. He didn’t believe in that sort of thing anyway. Partly because he did not have the luxury to think about it. The mortgage on the investment property and his rent meant he was strained financially. Not poor, but cash poor. Illiquid. The other part to it was “a dream job” just seemed unlikely, like the concept of a soulmate. Whether true or no, it seemed equally as unlikely that a telecommunications company in Kanata, Ontario would be the job he was truly meant for. That said, it paid the bills (mostly) and it was at least adjacent to his desired field. Though, today, such practical concerns were not able to touch him.
Incoming memos filed and mornings tasks finished and furnishing his outbox, he grabbed his lambskin jacket off the rack and made for the elevator. He was moving quickly, in anticipation, not tardiness. He thought he could make out the first syllable of his name while bounding past Pat, the admin assistant. She had probably wanted to check on the status of the ‘Hellmann’s Project’ that he was assigned last week. Seeing his pace, she had reconsidered engaging him. 
Just as well.
Like most self-assigned “people managers”, she had an overinflated sense of importance and tended to focus on “non-revenue generating activities” as his friend and co-worker, George had once diplomatically put it. These activities ranged anywhere from restocking the toilet paper in the bathrooms to distributing polaroids of her twin cheshire cats, Gaia and Oura. Roman had made a point of stopping at her desk on the way back in. He found cats cute in general so this action was at least tolerable. Besides, she had the ear of one of the co-founder’s nephews and he wasn’t above playing office politics.
Past her desk now, he made it into the elevator. The descent was always a moment of stillness for him. A space where he couldn’t go anywhere or do anything, but check-in with himself. 
One of the things he thought of often was how every action he took created an infinite number of crossroads. Where each fork held alternate realities. Realties where things played out entirely differently than the one he knows. All ordinary moments at the time that proved extraordinary in retrospect.
Suppose he didn’t get the job, relocate to Ottawa, give up his apartment at Yonge and Eglington, and become recently single…twice. 
What would life look like?
The answer didn’t matter. He was grateful for what he had in this life. A simple notion, but one that Maya helped him realize, gently, over the course of a few months. She did it by example, exposing the power and significance of living fully, here and now.
It was a productive trait he had acquired, no doubt, but he was still figuring it out and frequently fell back on bad habits and unproductive thought patterns. Overthinking. Ruminating. The curse of an overactive brain.
It didn’t help when it was spurred on by an existentially focused Carl Sagan lecture or a particularly philosophical book. Nor when he remembered every single kilometer of the 381.6km drive from Toronto to Kanata…with the understanding that he is always at least four and half hours away from his closest friends and family.
Though, in his frictionless glide that Friday morning he didn’t dare venture into any of those dragging mental recesses. Instead his brain took him back to before he moved. When he was interviewing for his current role as system analyst and business development representative. Introduced by a mutual friend from Ogivar, he had already spoken to the first round interviewer, one of the R&D technicians, Jon, for their Control Over Voice (COV) technology. It was an easy yes after they bonded over the fact that they both used to play punch card games programmed in FORTAN.
The clincher was his final round with the co-founders, Mike and Terry. It was a bit awkward at the start, but Roman decided to let them do most of the talking. The strategy was to simply do his best to ask thoughtful, intelligent questions. He could feel the ego in the room, perhaps justifiable given their parabolic success, and so thought it best to play into it. When they gave a brief history of the company, a story he had heard twice that day, he chose one detail in particular to hone in on. 
Before pivoting to telephony tone receiver products, the brothers were in the business of selling razors to “trim Earth’s five o’ clock shadow as they put it”. Perhaps because saying that they sold lawnmowers is decidedly less glamorous or convoluted. Perhaps because they were a bit pretentious.
Sensing an opportunity at the first natural break in the conversation, Roman mentioned that he too had the green itch (a phrase which raised some eyebrows) claiming the title of the “actual” inventor of the weedwhacker when at seventeen, he wrapped wire around a simple motor and used it to trim the edges of his dad’s lawn. 
He still didn’t know if they believed him, but he did know that they were amused by it and probably let the oddity slide in deference to the approval he got from Jon. So, they hired him and put him somewhere that he couldn’t cause trouble but could still operate with independence. As a systems analyst and BD rep, he coordinated the implementation of their phone systems for customers, managed the client relationship, provided ongoing support, and sourced new business. He frequently provided feedback to the R&D department regarding the usability of their products and services. It was one of the more intrapreneurial roles he had ever had, and given the relatively small headcount, he was free to take on more responsibilities without stepping on any toes. In fact, in his short tenure since, he was starting to come up on the leader in the business development department, and recapture the attention of the founders.
No doubt this momentum was contributing to his good mood today, but the fact that he was getting lunch with George after a tough week, was surely the main factor.
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A month after moving to Ottawa, Maya had hosted a party. She introduced Roman to her group of friends, which included a girl named Maria from one of her university classes in second year. He spoke to her about nothing of import for a few minutes before a guy sidled up next to her complaining about something. It was George. It was clear by their closeness that they were an item. 
The four of them talked for a bit about the other guests until the girls, who were getting dry, had gone to open another bottle of wine. This left George and Roman standing there awkwardly, shuffling their feet, until it came up through small talk that Roman was to start at Mitel the following week. George then revealed that he works there and was celebrating his one-year anniversary on Roman’s start date.
George was slightly shorter than Roman, maybe by an inch or two, but the discrepancy appeared greater because of their proportions. George was heavily muscled, all upper body. The leg length deficit was something he recognized and actively countered in casual dress, favoring obviously high waisted pants, but in the world of Ottawa business where a suitable tailor was hard, if not impossible, to find, off-the-rack trousers did him no favors. He lamented about this in one of their first solo conversations. That set the tone. Roman found it odd, but interesting.
Once Maya heard that the boys had Mitel in common, she invited George and Maria to more casual get-togethers at her place. Roman became comfortable around them. Eventually it got to the point where he and George would grab beers at lunch or after work without the buffer that Maya and Maria provided.
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George had chosen the restaurant, a Greek place about a ten-minute walk from the office. Roman had learned not to question his judgement in this and most else. George had a voracious appetite, and not just for food.
As Roman approached, he saw George’s unmistakable silhouette by the entrance, back to him, smoking a cigarette. He saw Roman, ashed it, and gestured for him to lead, forcefully squeezing him by the traps, shaking his whole body, and excitedly telling him how much he was going to love the food here.
By the way George treated him on every occasion Roman could get an impression of the communal manner in which he had grown up in Greece. He had a familial air about him that suggested a certain style of living and enjoyment of life. It rubbed off on Roman and he found himself more at ease when in his company, more readily able to dismiss the stresses of work as temporary and self-contained. It was as if he had a greater understanding of not what life could be, for he was easily able to imagine such things without the help of others, but of what life should be. That is, a finer calibration of what was important. To George, it was Greece, family, food, wine, and money – in that order.
He was fun, in nature, and in priority. That is, he made a conscious effort to enjoy himself and did not tolerate anything that ran counter. In that way, he was discerning, and could be judgmental at times. It’s not like Roman saw a lot of that firsthand…unless George had a few too many. 
They ordered some drinks at the bar, then sat at a table nearby. George started telling him about a party slated for that night, but was interrupted by the waiter who hastily slammed two bottles of beer, Alfa, on the table for the boys. 
“What is this crep?”, George said annoyed, obviously referencing the fact that the overworked waiter had forgotten to open the bottles.  (‘Crap’ coming off with a noticeable accent to make it sound more like ‘Crep’.)
Roman smiled and watched while George positioned the caps on the edge of table and slammed down with his fist to pop each of them off.
“Oii!”, yelled an older balding man, “Don’t chip my tables!” adding a sharp “Alitis!” and obscene hand gesture.
George didn’t bother addressing it and waved him off before passing Roman his now open beer. He continued, “It’s one of Maria’s friend’s birthday…so apparently this girl wants people to come over at 8 PM for cake, then we can decide if we want to stay at her place or go out to the bars“
“Sounds fun,” Roman said, thumbing the beer’s label with his fingernail, “how many people are going?”
“I don’t know, what does it matter?” George asked.
“It doesn't”, Roman replied. It really didn’t, and he was not quite sure why he asked. It was his first party since moving.
He wiped his hands on his pants, drying them from the bottle’s condensation.
“Anyway, it’s close to Klondike Road, so you can come to my hotel and we can have a drink in the room before heading over”, George said.
Roman cocked his head, “Hotel?”
“My lease ended a few days ago, but they want me here at least another week to train up my replacement, so they comped a hotel room until the 15th”
George had mentioned to Roman a month ago that the brothers wanted him to help stand up a BD function at the new Mitel Toronto office. He was a couple steins deep when George broke the news that he was leaving Ottawa.
“Ok, nice, I’ll come over around 6 PM - I don’t have anymore meetings for the rest of the day. As soon as Mike leaves for his golf lesson at 4 PM, I’m out of there,” Roman continued
“How did you find out about that?” 
“Pat”
“You sleeping with her?” George cocked an eyebrow.
“Give me some credit,” Roman said.
“That’s not a no.”
He smiled and downed the last of his beer.
On the way back to his apartment Roman stopped into the LCBO close to his complex.
It was just off one of the major roads, Kanata Ave, and situated near the major shopping center. Ideal, in that was only about a ten-minute drive to the office (and the bars)...but it was still Ottawa. He missed Toronto often and found himself self-medicating with light, but habitual drinking and frequent trips to the movies. His mood loosely correlated to the night before’s screening. He had seen the new Tom Cruise flick, Rain Man, so as of then, all was well.
Six pack of Coors and a wine bottle in-hand, he took the elevator up to his apartment. Roman resolved to make something simple but filling. He did not want a repeat of the last weekend where he and some colleagues had met up right after work for a few drinks, which turned into a few dozen. Planning to head home afterwards and make dinner he did not buy or take part in any of the appetizers they ordered at the sports bar. He came to regret that. 
Predictably, that day’s combination of little food and a solo pitcher of beer to himself led to a rough night. Luckily, he was able to keep the contents of his stomach in their rightful place until out of sight of his colleagues, but he was forced to leave his car at Mitel and take a taxi home. Biking the next morning in the snow was a lesson he didn’t forget quickly.
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He put some water to boil and lay down his leather briefcase on the kitchen island. From the cupboard he pulled out some penne and some canned pasta sauce. He could hear Meema’s voice chiding him for using not only pre-made pasta, but also prepared sauce. They got together annually, a holiday of sorts to an Italian family, to make about six months' supply of the stuff. It was his life blood, but his stash had run out a few months ago, and making runs to and from Toronto for it seemed impractical. Though he couldn’t deny that he saw her point, the store brand sauce did not even approach his mom’s. He had to smother it in parmesan to mask the unwelcome acidity and blandness.
Tonight, he wasn’t seeking delicacies, only something to coat his stomach, and as such, his mind was much occupied by which bus route to take in order to get to George’s on-time.
He shoveled it down and put the dishes in the sink, splashing them with tepid water. In his bedroom he stripped off his work attire, smelling his armpits to evaluate whether a shower was necessary. It was still quite cold outside, and he didn’t relish the idea of emerging from the shower frigid and naked, and having to spend an extra fifteen minutes towel drying his mop of hair. 
Who is going to be that close smelling me anyway?
After some deliberation he pulled on a black cashmere sweater and his favourite pair of Levi 501’s. They fit so well, no belt was necessary. On his feet he wore brown boots. On the way out he grabbed his leather jacket and locked up. The short-term destination, the bus stop two hundred metres west of his apartment. 
His timing perfect, he waited less than two minutes for the bus, his hands cold and ungloved carrying the beer and wine. The former a gift to himself and the latter, his hosts, who he had yet to meet.
Arriving at the hotel, he told the front desk George’s room number and they ushered him towards the elevators. It hummed under his feet as it ascended to the thirteenth floor, and Roman was aware of his dinner settling in his stomach. 
Only rapping out two of his normal three knocks, George opened the door midway through.
“Feck…they let you in?” he said jokingly, his curses distorted by his accent, “this place has really gone to shet”
Roman rolled his eyes and replied, “I knew that as soon as I heard they were letting you stay here”, emphasized by the snap hiss of his tab puncturing the Coors can.
“Hellooooo, hello, hello, hello”, Maria said melodically as she rushed about the hotel room in a robe and towel headdress. Noticing she was barefoot, Roman slipped off his boots and stood by the single queen-sized bed next to George.
“I’ll just be a minnuuuuuuuuuute, then we can get going”, she said, but Roman could clearly see it would take her more than a minute to get ready.
“Take your time, my dear”, George said, “we are still early”
And they were indeed. The reminder helped Roman relax, who had been rushing about since work ended. “This is going to be a good night” he said, grabbing George by the shoulder and giving it a squeeze, “I’ve got a good feeling.”
George was silent for a few seconds, then his hand wrapped around a 500ml bottle of Retisna sitting on the bedside table. Inclining his head towards Roman and allowing a subtle smile, he raised it towards him, “Salut”.
Roman was more than buzzed now, taken with the pre-dinner pitcher. He had time to drink two of his tall cans of Coors while Maria ran around the small hotel room, half naked. He found his eyes searching the carpet so as to avoid any awkward conversations with George later. He was starting to feel a bit warm and claustrophobic, the effect of the alcohol and not taking off his jacket. 
When they left, he was glad to be outside again, the crisp Winter air equalized him. He had probably ten minutes before the temperature went from refreshing to chilling. Luckily, Maria said that was about how far they had left to go. It was just as well, she was beginning to resemble a newborn giraffe, clutching George as she would sporadically convulse. It wasn’t her fault entirely, her heels kept getting lodged and abruptly unstuck in the cracks of the sidewalk. In them, her and George were about the same height, but that is not to say entirely equal. The thickness afforded to George by his weight training was enhanced by a shawl cardigan. The lapel of it could be seen, only subtly, underneath the camel trench coat he wore. The whole outfit and his vague Euro features reminded Roman of some nondescript henchman from a mob movie. 
Roman had come to know their dynamic pretty well in the last couple months. Maria had a quiet respect for him and played her role naturally in allowing him to express his masculinity. She was also the only person that he had seen George act tenderly towards. 
Like him, she was Greek, born and raised there until age seven. Naturally, she was noticeably more entrenched in typical gender roles and behaviours than the Canadian girls Roman usually dated. It gave him the opportunity to see the merits of both perspectives up close and in practice. Over drinks, he wasn’t shy about getting George’s opinion on the differences in customs between Euro and American girls. He had seen his fair share as well.
Maria stumbled for the fifth time and shifted most of her weight into George. He held her up effortlessly, as if she was made of paper. She exhaled a breath of fog and smiled weakly.
Roman was suddenly acutely aware of the fact that he was riding solo. He took comfort in the fact that this realization was unaccompanied by anything positive or negative. He didn’t miss Michelle or Cindy, at least not in any way that he was aware of. Now, he was just gliding through his days and would continue to ride the thermals for as long as he could. Ottawa was a fresh start.
They approached the front steps of a Duplex and the boys gave way to Maria, letting her be the first person that the hosts would see when she knocked.
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The low rumble of the bass was audible through the door along with the occasional shout. Roman tucked his hands into his pockets and shifted his weight to the right hip. Before Maria’s chorus of knocks was finished, the door flew open and three screaming girls embraced Maria rocking her back and forth. She introduced George first and the girls said something about how much they had heard about him, but Roman missed George’s reply. 
Maria introduced Roman as George’s friend from work. This rubbed him the wrong way but he didn’t know why. Maybe it was the implied lack of familiarity? Not only was he not her friend, but he was her boyfriend’s work friend. 
The connection of a connection…
He would have much rather been introduced as simply Roman, if not as Maria’s friend. 
They had known each other for long enough for that to be normal…hadn’t they?
Roman was sure she had introduced him to other groups that way...
He recognized his over analysis as a way of delaying the awkward next step of trying to join a group and start socializing. He was normally inclined to follow George’s lead, but he looked bent on hanging by Maria as she paraded him around the room like a prize poodle.
Roman took a beer from his bag and placed it down by the door. He had realized when he walked in, that everyone seemed to be keeping their shoes on, so he did the same, but took an extra second to make sure there was no sidewalk salt wedged between the brown boot’s treads. He slung his jacket over others on a bench nearby.
Suddenly thirsty, and a bit warm, Roman began thumbing the tab of the can. His eyes searched for the best way to integrate. The games table, probably.
He cracked the seal, relieved that the jostling walk hadn’t agitated the beer enough to cause it to foam over. He took a sip and checked his watch out of habit. 
The table was clearly where the hollering he heard through the door had come from. There was a group of eight people, four per side, throwing ping pong balls into solo cups. It wasn’t beer pong, there were no turns that he could make out, but he could see it shared some of the rules.
“Damn it”, one of the guys yelled as he tried to flip one of his cups and it bounced away.
“Hey, what game is this?” Roman asked the skinny, tall guy next to him.
“The third, in a best of five”, he replied.
“No, no, I meant what game is it, I’ve never seen it before”, Roman clarified.
“Oh, it’s called civil war. Each player on each team has three cups filled about a quarter of the way up with beer. Then they toss pong balls back trying to hit the opposite team’s cups. If they do, the person’s cup they hit has to drink the beer and try and flip the cup with their finger to make it land rim side down, basically a half rotation like flip-cup” he gestured to the blond-haired boy who missed the flip,
“If they miss the flip, then the cup is out of play. But if they hit it, they refill the cup and it goes back where it was. The game ends when one team no longer has any cups” he said, “Oh and I’m Colin by the way”
“Roman, nice to meet you”, he said, switching his beer to his left to give his hand a shake,
“Cool game too, are you next?” he asked
“Yea, we are a player short if you want to play”, Colin offered.
“Sure, yea, I’ll give it a shot.”
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“Sorry Hannah, I missed that last part”, Maria said, wincing her eyes as if it would help her hear better.
“I said – ugh hold on”, Hannah pulled her away from George and into the kitchen to continue, “I said…Eilidh always invites a ton of people thinking that only a fraction will actually show, then we get this”, gesturing to the overflowing living room.
“I wonder if she just needs to work on her self-confidence or stop offering free booze”, Maria added with a coy smile.
“Probably a bit of both,” Hannah said with little amusement, topping up both her and Maria’s red solo cups.
“Well, I mean, it’s not bad”, Maria said
“But it’s not good either.”
“Ok, well at least it’s not acidic.” Both girls agreed on that.
“So, how has living with her been? I love your place by the way, very demure”, Maria observed, the red wine staining her lips
“Yea, good, we are still working out the kinks, but we are getting there”, Hannah replied, avoiding eye contact a bit. Maria sensed there was more coming, so she looked down into her cup and swirled the wine around.
“I don’t know, I think everything is a bit more charged because things have been moving so fast? To me, six months is not that long, but Eilidh said a lot of her friends moved in a lot quicker than that. I just feel that there is a subtext to everything…some meaning that I am unaware of until we have a fight about it later. It isn’t as easy and simple as I would want it to be. Or at least, as I imagined it would be…”, she bit her bottom lip and fingered her necklace.
“Things are always more complicated when you’re in loooovveee”, Maria teased.
“I’m not in love”, Hannah said sharply, maybe too loudly as well, then scanned the room for Eilidh.
She started again quieter. “I mean, not that I couldn’t see myself getting there, but that’s what I mean…it’s too early…”, she cut herself off by exhaling and twisted her necklace around, “I don’t know, I’m drunk. Eilidh is great. Please don’t tell her any of this?”
“I would never”, assured Maria.
Their conversation was interrupted by some commotion in the living room, an argument between Colin, Hannah’s university ex-boyfriend, two partners before Eilidh, and…some other guy she couldn’t see.
They were yelling about something and saw George getting in the middle of it, so she turned back to Hannah who was wrestling with the cork of another wine bottle.
Hannah was much taller than Maria and even had about an inch or two on George. With delicate features, she reminded Maria of the actress from that Michael Keaton Batman movie, the one she saw with George the week prior… Kim something or other. She had called Hannah to tell her that and she was thrilled. She was modest and didn’t accept compliments without offering something self-deprecating in the process. In this case, saying that she wished she had the actresses’ cheekbones instead of her sunken face. This made Maria roll her eyes because it was her “sunken face” that gave Hannah the quintessential “model look”, the same look that Maria herself would kill for.
Hannah had a look that made it easy for other girls to hate her, but Maria did not know of any that actually did. She was normally quite reserved, so it was interesting for Maria to hear her talk so much now. Probably because of the special combination of Eilidh’s drama and the cheap red they were drinking too quickly.
Maria had known Hannah since high school, where she sat in front of her in grade nine English. She was new, whereas Hannah and most others had gone to the school’s feeder elementary school. This made Maria all the more grateful when Hannah welcomed her into her friend group. Then, like now, Hannah had stood out. In both cases for her looks, but now more so in Maria’s mind for her kindness and warmth. It made her magnetic and attractive in all senses. She could see why so many of their mutual guy friends were so disappointed to hear Hannah wanted to start dating girls. It was a big loss for the male community. At first, this comforted Maria, because she thought Hannah might be safer, emotionally. But as she shared more about her encounters, it seemed lesbian relationships took no prisoners either. Her meekness, while endearing, was often an impediment to respect. Maria suspected this was true with Eilidh as well.
When she caught Hannah subtly rocking, she decided to get her body in motion, hoping to help quiet her racing thoughts.
“Hey, can you introduce me to some of your new friends? There were a lot of people I didn’t recognize when I came in.”
‘Oh, sure! Actually I’m surprised because at least half the people here drove from Toronto’, Hannah said enthusiastically, and linked arms with her.
When the two girls came out into the living room, Roman stumbled by, presumably on his way to the washroom. He acknowledged Maria with a slight raise of his solo cup. His eyes looked glassy. Maria flashed him a quick closed mouth smile.
“I’m going to assume you remember Colin,” gazing across the room, “so let’s start with…”, Hannah scanned, inclining her chin upwards to get a better view. This accentuated her slightly upturned nose.
“…Renee, she’s a friend I met in the library. She rescued me from a group of guys when I was trying to study for my international relations final in third year.”
“Cool!” Maria said, becoming more aware of her size as she almost took a shoulder to the mouth while slipping by a group of girls. She felt the wine in her cup move, but it didn’t spill over the edge.
“Renee, sweetie, I’d like you to meet my best friend Maria”, Hannah said beaming,
“Hello,” each of them said politely, smiling and nodding at each other. 
Just then, another girl standing beside Renee turned to face them.
“Oh, I’m sorry, I don’t think we’ve met,” Hannah said to the newcomer.
“No…we haven’t, my fault, Renee said this was your house and I have been meaning to introduce myself’ the girl said,
“Haha, yes, I haven’t been easy to track down…kind of holed away in the kitchen, I’m Hannah it’s nice to meet you”, 
“It’s nice to meet you too, I’m Elizabeth.”
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Colin, moving awkwardly as he always did, approached the girls and said with venom in his voice to Hannah, “You’ve got some taste in friends’ before sliding by.
“And some taste in partners as well…” Hannah joked to the girls at her expense. “I wonder what got into him”, she added.
“Not sure, but I saw him arguing with someone, I just couldn’t make out who”, Maria said, searching the room for George.
“Yea, he has a talent for that”, Renee joked.
Out of the corner of her eye she saw George with his arm around Roman, who looked a bit unsteady. She gestured for them to come over. They did.
Maria gave George a peck on the cheek and introduced him to Renee and Elizabeth, then did the same for Roman, this time just as Roman, not George’s work friend.
Roman then extended his hand which made the girls hesitate for two reasons. The first, that George had not done the same, and the second, that Roman had put it ambiguously between Renee and Elizabeth.
Renee took it and said it was nice to meet him, but his eyes were on Elizabeth when he said “you too”.
Maria asked Renee what she did for work and she said that she was an admin assistant for Revenue Canada. Hannah was confused about something related to the recent introduction of generalized sales tax. The boys were losing interest and taking bigger swigs of their drinks. Colin had emerged behind them. Renee started talking about the Montreal Massacre and the equity pay gap in public service jobs.
Maria thought she heard George chuckle when Renee mentioned her salary, but she must have been mistaken because he looked like he was drinking from his solo cup at the time. Anyways, she knew that he made more than double that amount, she had accidentally caught a glimpse of one of his pay stubs. He had forgotten to take it off the coffee table once.
She could only assume that Roman made a similar amount. Was he the one who laughed?
After the boys had left, she saw Renee’s face sour and she muttered “asshole”, under her breath. She didn’t know if she was talking about Roman or George. Not in the mood for conflict, she let it go.
“What do you know about that girl Elizabeth?” Roman asked George.
“Ha! Of course, you always like the ones with the boyfriends”, George said. Looking at Roman he could tell he was drunk, if not by him getting into a tiff with Colin earlier, than by his open mocking of Renee seconds ago. He only hoped she didn’t catch it.
“Long-term thing?” Roman inquired, “and, more importantly, is he here tonight?”
“Not sure”, George said, “and…not sure.”
Roman took a second too long to acknowledge his responses, nodded, and said abruptly that he was going to the bathroom, grabbing one of the half full wine bottles on the way.
“Christ,” George said to himself, taking another sip from his cup. The wine was beginning to taste sour.
Roman had been in the bathroom for just over ten minutes when George knocked on the door to check on him.
“Hey Rome, you good?”
Silence.
“Buddy, is everything ok in there?” 
Some non-descript rustling noises then, “Uh…yea, hold on,” Roman said.
George listened carefully, which he found surprisingly difficult because he was starting to get the spins, but he was sure he had heard some lurching noises and coughing. Then the toilet flushed, and the door handle began to jimmy. 
Roman emerged, sweeping his hair back with his left hand, sporting a cheeky grin, “Bro, I’ve got to teach you how to play civil war.”
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Maria, Hannah, Renee, and Elizabeth had moved from where they were standing and were now closer to the front door. It took George a second to realize that Maria had put on her coat and was getting ready to leave. He started digging through the pile for any glimpse of camel.
He found Roman’s jacket first and handed it to him. Roman turned to the girls, “Well, it was very nice to meet you all, thank you for the invite.”
“Yes of course, friends of Maria’s are always welcome,” Hannah said with less enthusiasm than her usual.
Roman didn’t notice and turned to address Renee and Elizabeth, “and Renee, was it? Good luck at work…” he put one arm through the sleeve of this leather jacket, oblivious to the girl rolling her eyes at him. Maria looked down, slightly embarrassed.
Elizabeth had turned her body away from him, “and Elizabeth…”, he said, prompting her to raise her eyebrows and impatiently let slip, “hmm?”
“See you around,” he finished, somewhat anticlimactically. 
She didn’t reply.
George, Maria, and Roman left, Roman almost falling down the Duplex’s snowy steps, cursing.
George, practically holding him up, tired more than annoyed, said, “let’s get you home” and threw a sidelong glance at Maria, who stayed quiet.
[bookmark: _snphxiia5y2q]Chapter 47: The Next Morning
Roman woke up the next morning to a chill. Arriving home drunk last night he had forgotten to fully close a window in his bedroom.
His head throbbed and his mouth tasted strange, almost sour, it hadn’t unsettled his stomach yet, but he took note to stay vigilant. Turning over to have his back face the window, curling into a fetal position, Roman tried to eke out a few more minutes of sleep. His watch, reading 7:45 AM, was dimly lit by the bathroom light he left on. He grunted.
Less than four hours sleep. 
He tried and failed. Sleep didn’t come. He was too cold and while his body was tired, his brain was wide awake. Already propelled by his hypomanic state when alcohol wasn’t flowing through his veins,  Roman was more prone than most to what he had heard once called, “hang-xiety”. He had a university mat lab partner, a cute, smart girl with big teeth. Taylor something. Roman wasn’t sure if she was cute, in spite of, or because of them. Regardless, she once told him, when he showed up violently hungover to class, that he was experiencing a rebound surge of glutamate, an excitatory neurotransmitter, because of its suppression by alcohol the night before. He used this information to remind himself he wasn’t crazy every “morning after” since. That said, the knowledge was less reassuring when symptoms were particularly aggressive.
That was true this morning. He got out of bed, put on a thick navy-blue crewneck and got back under the covers, pulling them up to his neck. He allowed his eyes to dart around the room, tasking himself with remembering what happened last night. It was clear enough up to the point of meeting some guy at a fold-out white table. It got fuzzier and fuzzier after that with each round of civil war. He had exhausted his supply of beer, six tall cans of Coors Light and had about two solo cups (half-full) of the red wine they were passing around at the party. Roman, despite his size, had a good tolerance for alcohol, which had him wondering why he couldn’t remember portions of the night.
Restless, he kicked the duvet off and pulled on his Levi’s from last night. He stuck his hands in all the pockets and pulled out the spent tabs of beer cans. He had gotten in the habit of keeping his tabs so that he could count his drinks throughout the night. In his back pocket was a paper, a receipt from the Sports Bar.
“Right”, he thought, forgetting he and George had three beers then split a pitcher before parting ways for dinner.. 
But there was some writing on it…a phone number. All of a sudden Roman felt a rush through his body. 
Was this Renee’s friend’s number? Shoot, what was her name…Alisha? No…Alannah? No….oh! Elizabeth!
He moved his thumb off the pen ink, careful not to smudge his prize. He didn’t remember asking her for it, but he must have at some point. 
He figured it was best to play it cool and wait until at least noon to give her a call.
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George was doing his best to stay calm, but he was losing it, and fast. He was in the Ottawa hospital emergency room and he was not being seen by, well, anyone. When he arrived forty-five minutes ago, having driven himself in, he was asked if he was having trouble breathing or had any open wounds. Replying no to both, a nurse yelled “blue” and he was told to take a seat, not having been registered or even having the chance to talk to the lady at the desk doing what looked like the daily crossword.
The reason: he couldn’t move his left hand. Well, not exactly, but he couldn’t hold anything in it and his wrist was drooping. The drive here was tough, but Maria did not have her license and with how hungover she was, it was probably safer for him to drive one-handed. 
Whatever was in that wine, hit him hard.
The hustle and bustle of the ER made George’s hangover symptoms worse. He was already quick to anger, and to make matters worse, the guy to his left wouldn’t stop coughing and seemed to be allergic to covering his mouth. Everything about the guy was starting to piss George off - from his unshaven neck to his stupid novelty shirt that said, ‘my life is still in beta’. The Kanata tech nerds were taking over, he thanked God he was moving to Toronto soon.
The place wasn’t even that busy! And the guy decided to sit right next to him... 
George turned and was about to give him a piece of his mind when the man spluttered a cough right into his face. 
That was it. George stood up and angled himself towards the man with his right, functional hand cocked back just as he heard his name being called. 
“George?”, someone said in a slightly raised voice.
“Uh yes, that’s me,” he said, turning around.
“Hi, George, I’m Dr. Cotterill” the man said and extended a hand to him, his left, because he was holding a clipboard in his right.
“George”, he confirmed and shoved his limp fish hand into the Doctor’s, failing to squeeze it back even a little.
“I’d ask what brought you in today, but I think I could make an educated guess…why don’t you follow me, and I can set you up in room three,” Dr. Cotterill said.
“Thanks,” George said, slightly embarrassed.
“Just take a seat up on the exam table and I’ll be back shortly,” the doctor said, whirling out of the room.
Thirty minutes later, now 11:00 AM, Dr. Cotterill returned with bravado, “Ok…..Mr. Kondopolous, just need you to confirm a few things before we get started…”
He then proceeded to ask his home address, phone number, birth date and health card number. George, patience rapidly fading, replied quickly and sharply to each.
“What we are looking at here is what is called Radial nerve entrapment”, Dr. Cotterill said, “it is common after nights of heavy drinking. It happens when you sleep in a position that compresses the nerve which is in your…”
“Armpit, which runs down the back of your arm and into your thumb, pointer, and middle finger of your hand’, George finished for him.
“Uh…yea that’s right”, Dr. Cotterill confirmed with some suspicion in his voice, “are you a med student or something?”
"No, just someone who can read and was left in an exam room for thirty minutes with anatomy diagrams everywhere,” George said flatly.
“Hmm, I see, well be that as it may. You are also the same person who was too intoxicated to shift your position in your sleep, so I would drop the attitude, son.”  Dr. Cotteril cautioned, “the condition is called “Saturday night palsy” for a reason.”
George softened his expression. “Sorry…I’m just a bit worried…will I regain function of my hand?” 
“It’s quite all right, yes, you will. The timeline varies, but I haven’t seen a case yet where the patient did not recover fully. Did you fall asleep in a chair?” 
“No, I was in bed, but my girlfriend fell asleep on my arm.”
“Ahh yes, the second most common cause…which is why it is also known as “honeymoon palsy”’, the doctor said standing up, signifying the end of the visit. “Don’t worry, you’ll be ok.”
“I appreciate your time doctor”, George said on his way out
“It’s what I am here for”, he said over his shoulder, already studying the chart of his next patient.
The drive home was snowy, but roads were clear of traffic and the trip was uneventful. Even still, George drove “ten under” just in case.
When he arrived back at the hotel, he filled Maria in, who was worried, but a little less than he would’ve liked.
“A friend of mine had that once after a night out in Miami. He got locked out of his hotel room by his brother and slept on the hallway floor on his right arm. Didn’t get full function back for six months,” she explained casually.
“Six months! Would’ve been nice to know before I went to the ER,” George mumbled.
He was annoyed. Not as much that she could’ve put his mind at ease, but that she had never mentioned this male “friend” before. 
He was about to double down when the phone began to ring. He reached with his left hand to answer it, remembered, then pivoted and snatched it up in his right.
“Hello?” he said into the receiver.
“Hello? Who’s this?” the other voice asked in reply.
“You called me, what do you mean who’s this?” George grunted.
“...George?” the voice on the other side said tentatively.
“Yes, and who’s this? Tell me or I’m hanging up,”
“It’s Roman.”
“Oh…Rome, hey, what’s going on?”
“Uhh, not much I guess, I just had this number on a receipt in my pocket and didn’t know whose it was…” 
“You don’t remember? I wrote it down for you before we went out last night. It is the best way to reach me while I’m staying here.”
“Shoot, right, ya,” then a brief pause, “no, definitely, I knew that, sorry,” Roman stuttered.
“You didn’t remember, did you…” George guessed.
“No…I don’t know man, I lost a lot of last night…must have been…”
“The wine?” George offered.
“Yea haha the wine”, Roman agreed, “and honestly…I thought this was Elizabeth’s number…or at least that’s what I hoped.”
“Ooo, sorry to disappoint. Just me. And yea the wine did a number on me too. You wouldn’t imagine the morning I’ve had,” he said, rubbing his left wrist.
“I have a feeling I can,” Roman said. George now noticed how hoarse his voice was.
“But look actually, while I have you, can you ask Maria for Elizabeth’s number?” Roman asked.
“Uh you don’t remember me telling you she has a boyfriend?”
“Just…can you?”
“Ok, uh…one sec,” George said and looked to Maria who was shaking her head and waving a hand in front of her neck to sign “cut it.”
“She’d…be happy to,” George declared and gave her a stern look. He already wasn’t happy with her.
Maria sighed audibly and came to the phone. In an artificially sweet tone she relayed it to Roman, adding some caveat about how she’s usually super busy at work and not to take it personally if she can’t find any time free. 
Roman thanked her and hung up.
“Renee is still upset about what Roman said last night about her comp,” she reminded George, “and Elizabeth saw the whole thing, so…”
“Christ. Tell her to get over it,” George said, “And start getting ready, we have brunch soon and I don’t know if I can hold a fork.”
He smiled while lifting his limp wrist and Maria broke through any tension with a blurted laugh, “Oh Georgios, my invalid…what would you do without me?”
“Baby, I hope I never have to find out.” 
Chapter 48: The Call
Roman waited until the afternoon to call. Not out of nerves, exactly, but out of a practiced sort of self-discipline. He knew from experience that rushing things never felt good. Not in the moment, and certainly not after. 
Better to wait, to let the idea settle, to make sure it was really something he wanted to do. 
At around 3 PM, while sitting on his couch with a flat ginger ale on the table in front of him, he dialed the number Maria had given him.
It rang three times before someone picked up.
"Hello?"
Her voice was light, quiet…and a bit surprised. Like she had answered without thinking, but was wondering who could possibly be calling. 
“Hey,” he said. “It’s Roman. From the party last night.”
There was a pause. Not long, but long enough that he could feel it.
“Oh,...” she said. “...hi.”
He looked down and to the right, picking a piece of fabric on his couch.
“How’s your weekend been?” he asked, trying to keep his tone easy. 
“Umm…good,” she said, and then nothing else.
Roman waited. 
Sometimes people need space in a conversation to find their way into it…
He wasn’t in a hurry.
Finally, she added, “I’m just catching up on some work.”
“Sounds productive. I hope I’m not bothering you…”
Another pause.
He glanced at the soda, considered taking a sip, then decided against it.
“So, listen,” he said. “I wanted to see if you’d like to get a drink sometime.”
The silence had more weight than the others.
Finally she spoke. “That’s nice of you to ask…but I’m afraid I’m too busy.”
Roman nodded, as if she could see him.
“Oh! Ok, yea. That’s fair,” he said. “Ya, ya, no worries.”
“Yeah,” she said, and then, softer, “Thanks, though.”
That she thanked him should have been enough to make it sting less. It wasn’t.
After a few more seconds, she said something about needing to get back to work. He told her “no problem”, and to “have a good night.”
And then the line went dead.
Roman sat there for a moment, phone still in his hand, the dial tone humming in his ear.
It wasn’t a big deal. He didn’t even really know her. He wasn’t even sure if he liked her.
She was a little too quiet, maybe. A little too reserved. He usually liked women with a certain ease about them, a kind of unguardedness. Yes. She wasn’t his type, anyway!
He exhaled, set the phone down, and reached for the can.
It was always flat, but now it was warm. He drank it anyway.
Chapter 49 (Mid-February ‘89)
It had been a few weeks and Roman thought about the call sometimes, but only in brief flashes. It came back to him in the quiet moments - waiting for an elevator, making his dinner, taking off his watch at night. 
Then it faded again, as easily as it came, slipping beneath the weight of work and routine. He liked it when life did that, when it absorbed things for him, let them sink without much resistance. It was as if his brain had a self-cleaning function, sweeping away the things that didn’t serve him. 
It made sense actually, work was demanding. He had been making a name for himself, becoming someone people trusted with important accounts, someone people mentioned when they needed things done properly. 
He wasn’t the youngest in the office, there were still interns after all, but young enough that every day still had an undercurrent of proving himself. It wasn’t insecurity, exactly, just an awareness of how perception worked. How confidence had to be curated as much as skill. 
He had figured out, by now, that people didn’t necessarily need you to be the best at your job. They just needed you to seem like you were. 
His suits helped. A well-fitted suit made up for a lot, he found. He felt his sharpest in one, the way the structure of the jacket squared his shoulders, the way the weight of the fabric settled against him, smoothing out any awkwardness. 
It wasn’t as easy outside of work. He had this thing, this small fixation, with the way some people always looked put together. How their clothes just seemed to belong to them, in a way his never quite did. They had this seamlessness, a kind of natural ease, as if every item they wore had been designed for them alone. He noticed it all the time. On strangers, on people he worked with, on women he dated.
In a suit, he could fake it. But in casual clothes, where he had to make personal choices, he felt exposed. His hands were always adjusting something…smoothing a cuff, pulling at the hem of a sweater. Were his jeans too tight or not tight enough? Did his shirt bunch in the back? Was the taper flattering? He wasn’t sure if this was just hyper-awareness or if he was actually doing something wrong.
What did it even mean to be well put together? Was it just about expensive clothes, or was there some intangible element, something innate? He suspected it had more to do with how little you had to think about it. The trick was making it effortless. And maybe that was why it felt so unattainable. You can’t practice effortlessness. 
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He thought about all this as he sat across from her at the wine bar on Elgin Street.
She was British, blonde, a medical student. Someone had introduced them a few weeks ago at an art gallery event. One Roman had to attend for work - he couldn’t imagine going of his own volition. “Lacey”, she introduced herself, extending her pale, dainty hand. George, who was putting back a martini next to him at the time, excused himself, giving him some space to maneuver.
Now, like then, she was wearing a blazer over a dress that didn’t need one, her hair tucked neatly behind her ears. A person who curated herself. Who left nothing to chance. He found her interesting in that way. Deliberate, poised, always on the edge of a calculated observation. Like he was a puzzle she couldn’t wait to solve.
She was younger than Roman by three years, though she made a point of mentioning that she had dated older men before. Doctors, mostly. One model. That one had been odd, Roman thought, since she said she was seventeen and he was twenty-five. It had lasted less than a year but she had moved in with him. Apparently, she always lived with the men she dated. That was just how she did things. Roman had never lived with someone else, at least outside of university.
She liked testing him. He had figured that out quickly. At first, it was subtle, just little things. Questions about his background, about work, about literature. But over time, he realized she was picking at his intelligence, searching for proof of whether he could keep up with her. He knew the type. She had been told she was clever her whole life and had built her identity around it.
He passed. Of course he did.
She suspected he might actually be smarter than her, something he never expected her to say, until she did. He suspected the same earlier than she did, though he would never say it outright.
He wasn’t sure if this was her showing humility, or him getting a peek behind a carefully constructed façade.
She insisted on taking things slowly…then they slept together on the second date after an hour-long political discussion at a board game cafe. He wasn’t planning on it, but people have strange aphrodisiacs, he learned.
As a matter of principle, Roman didn’t believe most things people said about themselves. Not since Cindy. Lacey wanted to appear refined, careful, discerning, but in reality, she was impulsive, full of contradictions.
He liked her well enough to keep seeing her. Oddly enough, it seemed to him that she wanted to prove herself. She would be talking about how “men find her shape so attractive” one minute, and the next being visibly agitated by him failing to comment on the same. In all fairness, she was beautiful. Pronounced features and a lean well-shaped body like a ballet dancer. The compliments would have been well deserved, but she wouldn’t get them from him.
He liked that she wanted to prove herself. That need for validation made people like her interesting…as long as it didn’t start to become annoying.
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They had been seeing each other for two months now.
Officially, it was just her. But unofficially, he had gone out with a dental hygienist a few times and a server from the Sports Bar twice. Neither of them meant much. It was just sex, though he noticed they studied him a little too closely. One of them had made a comment about how he never seemed nervous. Perhaps he was getting too well practiced.
This turned out to be a barrier. It was rotten eggs. They could smell it on him. A giveaway that he was not in it for the long haul, and so they became wary. This made him feel self-conscious, which presented as nerves. Problem solved.
One afternoon, he went to Lacey’s apartment. She lived with a roommate, a girl named Jess. Lacey was standing by the door, tying her Sauconies. She told him she was going for a run.
“You can wait here if you want, Jess is out running errands,” she said, adjusting her ponytail. She looked good in her small black shorts and sports bra.
“How far?”
She smiled slightly. “10k, but no pressure, I’m not sure you would be able to keep up.”
He looked down at himself. He was wearing jeans and converse. He shrugged. “I don’t mind.”
She laughed like he was joking. He wasn’t.
The run wasn’t difficult. It was the warmest March Roman had ever experienced. Today was seven degrees and oddly humid. He finished a few minutes ahead, waiting for her near a lamppost, hands on his hips. She jogged up, red-faced, probably a bit embarrassed.
She didn’t say much after that, but he felt the shift. Her eyes sat on him longer. She was much more open with her affection. More calls, kisses. 
The balance tipped. He could always sense when it happened. 
When someone crossed an invisible line from interest to devotion, suddenly it became unbearable.
A week later, they went camping. Not someone new to Roman, but also not something he particularly enjoyed. Especially when some days it dipped into the negatives.
The trip started with a fifteen kilometre hike to a site where they had a view of a small body of water. He went to gather wood for the fire and asked her to find the lighter he packed in the front pocket of his bag. She did.
The whole hike there, she kept going on about roasting marshmallows and lying out under the stars, cuddling under a blanket. Romance.
All he could think about was how hard it would be to start a fire with damp wood.
He made dinner for the two of them, warming a can of British-Style Baked Beans over the fire which they split, and toasting buns by holding them close to the fire with a stick. He smeared butter and honey over them. They needed salt, but sure, call that an appetizer.
The main course was ground beef reheated in the cast iron pan he carried in the exterior mesh of his camping bag. He wrapped the hot beef up in some half-wheat, half-corn tortillas and cracked open a jar of queso for dipping.
She was overly grateful, like it was the epitome of care for him to provide food for the both of them. 
Something to be said for evolutionary psychology.
After dinner they sat out on some smooth rocks and watched the sunset. It was orangish-red with purple tints. He noticed her sneaking glances at him until he looked at her.
She said nothing. He didn’t care to. 
Out of nowhere. “You’re dangerous.”
“Yea? How?” said more as a statement than a question.
She smiled. “I dunno. I don’t normally…”
She looked out at the water.
“This is a special place for me. I’m glad you’re here,” she said softly, but evenly before burying herself further into his shoulder.
“Right.” A second passed. “Yes, me too.”
He scratched his neck. Could there be mosquitos already? 
Roman let the requisite amount of time pass before suggesting they retire to the tent. He checked the rope on their bear bags one more time before following Lacey in.
On the hike they had to stop twice to redistribute the weight in their bags. Not because they packed them wrong, he wouldn’t make such a basic mistake. Because she needed help. It had caught up to him. He also doubted half a can of beans, one and a half slices of honey-butter bread and a burrito was enough for the whole day. He was craving his sleeping bag and was likely in for dreams of gastronomies.
Lacey inched closer, the universal signal for “I’m cold, hold me.” 
He did, moving his arm around her. Her head was now using his arm as a pillow. Strands of unwashed hair tickled his face. He knew not to fall asleep like this ever since George’s trip to the ER.
But she didn’t have sleep in mind…he only hoped now that the rustling didn’t attract bears.
The next morning he woke to her staring at him. Fondly, sure, but still staring at him.
She commented something about how cute he looked while asleep, and reached for his hand, threading her fingers through his under the sleeping bag. It was such a small thing, but it was enough to push him over the edge. It felt like his fingers were being strangled.
It wasn’t that he disliked her, quite the opposite, he quite liked her.
He just didn’t care enough to let her care about him that much.
That afternoon when he dropped her off, he broke up with her.
Chapter 50: Transfer Back to Toronto (April ‘89)
It felt like the end of something. Not just Lacey, but the entire version of his life that had been tied to Ottawa.
The transfer to the Toronto BD team had already been in the works. It was just a matter of time. He had put in for it a few weeks before the camping trip. People left. Work at Mitel wasn’t the same without George, and with Maria going with him to Toronto, his social life had been hampered considerably. All he did was date.
It was strange. His time in Ottawa was getting hard to pin down in his head. It had to be more than just the time that he had spent there. There had to be something more to show for it. 
He sat on the floor of his apartment with a half-packed suitcase. Thinking.
What is life other than finding different ways to use time? Some ways feel significant, others less, but none return it…
The eerie feeling that it was all slipping through his fingers was palpable. Like he was behind in some way or that something might be missing.
But, now, he was going back to Toronto. Back to something that felt real to him, something that had weight. His friends, brother, parents, his old life.
Still, there was pressure in the back of his mind. At the edges of his thoughts.
Chapter 51: May ‘89
The Austin Marina was packed to the brim, stuffed with the entirety of his Ottawa life. Sadly, that was only one large suitcase, a duffel bag, a laundry basket full of books he refused to part with. Oh, and a single plant that, against all odds, survived his inconsistent watering habits. 
His lease in Toronto’s Entertainment District was finalized, the paperwork scanned and emailed that morning. His new apartment was on the eleventh floor, with a south-facing window. 
Twenty minutes into the drive, the Marina gave him a parting gift.
It happened so seamlessly that at first, he didn’t realize. He was on the 401, almost back to Toronto, stuck behind a transport truck, radio low, fingers drumming absently on the wheel. Then, movement in his peripheral vision. A silver SUV, the driver rolling down their window, pointing frantically at his car.
Roman frowned, made a vague gesture of acknowledgment.
The driver pointed again, more urgently this time.
It wasn’t until he caught the flicker of orange in the reflection of his side mirror that it hit him. He swore, pulled onto the shoulder, killed the engine. Jumped out, ran around to the front. The hood of the car was smoking. And not in the way it sometimes did after a long drive. This was different. This was real.
It was on fire.
Jesus H. Fuck.
Something deeper than frustration, something primal took over. The car was actively trying to kill him. After everything he had put into it. Every dollar wasted on repairs, every time he had given it the benefit of the doubt - it had the audacity to combust.
Piece of shit.
He yanked the hood open with his sleeve over his hand, and for a second, he just stared.
The British lost the empire for a reason. If they built their navy the way they built their cars…
The flames weren’t massive, but they were there, and they were hot. 
Smother them with your jacket.
Then,
Don’t sacrifice your jacket for this piece of crap.
What he did instead, was grab the half-finished bottle of water from the cup holder, and dump it onto the flames. It did nothing. A gust of wind blew, feeding the fire instead of suffocating it.
Fuck.
Roman sprinted back to the trunk, popped it open, grabbed the sweatshirt at the top of the laundry basket. He hesitated for a moment, he liked that sweatshirt, but the flames flickered higher, and he made peace with the loss. At least it wasn’t his jacket.
He smothered the fire, pressing down hard, coughing as the smoke stung his eyes. Eventually, the embers gave up. A few charred wires remained, curled like dead insects.
He exhaled sharply, hands braced against the car, forehead dropping onto his arms.
This was how the legend of the Marina ended. No bang, just a pathetic, wheezing death on the side of the highway. 
Fitting.
It took him three hours to get it running again, just enough to limp to an auto shop in Scarborough. The mechanic, a man who looked too young to be this disillusioned with life, took one look at it and said, “Yeah, no.”
Roman, feeling equally disillusioned, asked him to just get it running long enough to make it downtown.
The guy made a sound that was somewhere between a laugh and a sigh, then disappeared into the back. Somehow, he did it. Roman drove the rest of the way with his hazards on and smoke billowing out of the hood.
By the time he arrived at his new apartment, he had already made the decision. He parked outside, cut the engine, and sat there for a moment, looking at it. He had put more money into repairs than he had buying it off his dad. He had spent hours under the hood, weeks waiting for parts that no one carried anymore. He had cursed at it, threatened it, coaxed it into cooperating.
And for what?
The timing was almost poetic. As he stepped onto the sidewalk, a student walked past, wearing a University of Toronto hoodie, looking tired but determined, like he had just finished an all-nighter.
Roman called out to him.
“Hey,” he said. 
The student hesitated. “Umm hi”
“Here” Roman said, tossing him the keys, “It’s for this’, slapping the roof, hoping it didn’t collapse on the spot. “Take it.”
The kid stared at him like this was some elaborate scam.
“You’re serious?”
“Dead serious.”
The student looked at the car, then back at him. Then, with an almost imperceptible shrug, he walked over, climbed into the driver’s seat.
Roman didn’t stick around to see him pull away. He was already walking into his new building.
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Two months later in June, Roman and Roger were walking through the campus when it happened.
It was a Sunday afternoon. Roger had suggested they grab lunch at Sid’s Café, one of the few places near St. George that wasn’t aggressively overpriced.
They were rounding the corner of the building’s exterior when Roger suddenly let out a sharp bark of laughter.
Roman frowned. “What?”
Roger pointed.
Roman followed his line of sight. 
The Austin Marina.
Same eggshell white, same boxy shape. But a new license plate. And, most importantly, being loaded onto the back of a flatbed.
Roger grinned.
“Oh man,” he said. “No way.”
Roman huffed a small laugh, swearing in amazement.
They watched as the student stood beside the car, looking vaguely exasperated, both hands on his head.
Roman smirked. “Poor bastard.”
They stood there for another moment, watching as the tow truck driver secured the straps, like a man getting the electric chair.
Then, with a final glance, Roman turned back toward the café.
Roger grinned. “Consider it a farewell to British engineering.”
Roman shook his head, humorless. “They really should have stuck to making tea.”
Chapter 52 (July ‘89)
In the city again, a real city.
Even though he’d been back for two months, Roman was still appreciating how nice it was to walk everywhere. He appreciated the level of autonomy and enhanced connection he felt by having his feet in contact with the ground. The sidewalks of queen street west were something he didn’t know he missed. 
The facades changed, but the bones were the same. The burger place, now a pizza place. The flower shop, now a café. Microbreweries were popping up and specialty bars occupied each block. The people looked more colorful. Like him.
Toronto had something for everyone. It made him feel like a real person. He didn’t always.
He used to see people on TV living “real lives” and think that wasn’t him. That no one would want to watch him. That no one would care about an ordinary life like his. 
He didn’t ruminate on that often, but it was one of his less productive thoughts. Hyperactivity and a busy schedule tended to push it to the periphery. Ironic, as he never appreciated that during those busy times, he was the one living a real life. Right then and there.
When he stopped to consider it at a deeper level, he thought there had to be a formula to it. Something to make feeling “real”, repeatable. Achievable at will. But it wasn’t as complicated as that. The feeling of being a real person was just being a part of something.
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He turned the last corner on his walk. To his right, about twenty metres ahead of him was a very tall man with long brown hair that fell to the mid-neck, swept greasily but neatly back out of his face. He was built unremarkably, in that his legs did not look particularly long for his height, and his shoulders were not very broad. His face, clean shaven with small angry cuts, was tanned, perhaps overexposed, but his tone made his green eyes contrast.
Something was slightly off. His pants were sagging and his shirt looked dirty and a bit ragged. More so than that, he was gesturing without any obvious hurry, mouthing something that Roman couldn’t quite make out.
As he got closer he realized that he was talking to himself. Not in the way that one thinks aloud, but like a person that believes someone is genuinely listening. He had a beer in his hand and the picture began to make a bit more sense. There was something familiar about him.
He was a good-looking man. In another life he could’ve been an actor, maybe B or C-list…or a good salesman.
A security guard approached him, presumably contracted help for the nearby bar and asked him to move away from the entrance. The wind blew lightly and Roman caught the earthy stench coming off the man.
“Move over here or over there?” the man said calmly, slurring less than Roman expected.
“Over there.” The security guard said louder than needed.
The man nodded, lifted his beer, and shuffled away slowly. The guard relaxed his posture.
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That night Roman slept lightly and restlessly, waking up several times in the night to search the room. He didn’t know what he was looking for.
Willing himself back to sleep three times already, on the fourth he abandoned the pursuit and started to get ready for work. In his new apartment, this was easier. The heating was stronger, more consistent. This made throwing the covers off less of a cocoon-shattering experience.
He had showered the night before. Shuffling about his bedroom in the dark, he sniff tested his armpits, winced, and re-applied deodorant. In the washroom he tamed his hair with a large tooth comb and a splash of water. He paused, looked at himself, and turned just as he allowed the smallest lopsided grin to emerge.
He put on black slacks and a wool crewneck sweater atop an undershirt, dress shoes packed in his bag, white sneakers on foot. He didn’t bother turning on any lights in the living room/kitchen either.
He grabbed his saddle bag, locked the door and stepped into the elevator. Down from floor eleven, it stopped at five. A girl, surprised to see another human at that hour, flashed the whites of her eyes before scampering in. Roman nodded to acknowledge her.
The last few days, he had thought that he should start getting to know the people in his building. This never happened in Kanata. But he was tired and would start tomorrow, maybe with a gateway person. Someone older, sweeter looking, less jumpy. Perhaps an older woman.
He let the girl out first. She didn’t think to hold the front door of the building for him.
The weather struck him. Not in a bad way, more as a pleasant surprise. It was nice being able to walk to the office.
Seventeen minutes later he arrived at Mitel Toronto headquarters and settled into his desk. They were trialing a new bullpen setup which did away with cubicles and was supposed to encourage collaboration. This was fine when he had a question for merchandising or fulfillment, but irritating when his sales calls were polluted by background noise. It made him feel like he was peddling something cheap out of a call center.
Maybe that’s why his sales numbers were down. Well, not down per say, but flat, since the move. It could also be that he switched regions and thus had a new territory. 
Surely there would be a sales curve, a shallow slope that extended into a long tail, which abruptly steepened upwards when his prospecting led to conversions. Surely management would understand. Surely, they wouldn’t judge him against the established account managers in the region. 
Surely.
Roman’s new manager was nothing like his last. Partly because his last one was mostly absent. Having a direct line to the founders, by virtue of sharing the same office, meant that Roman got all the visibility he needed without it being stifled by unnecessary interference from a middle manager. That fact would make it hard to justify moving to Toronto as a step up, if not for the insistence of the founding brothers that they needed “good” people to grow their GTA presence. They mentioned that he and a few others would act as sales leads.
Leads. 
He thought he would be leading someone or at least something. Instead, he was working in the same role with more oversight. From Mr. Adam Foster. Fellow U of T graduate. Ten years his senior.
Prick. 
The man who insisted on being “looped in” to every call, as if Roman was a junior BDR that needed his hand held. The man who said everything was a learning opportunity, especially when he took credit for every close. But, hey, “good on Roman” for being a “team player”.
It was getting old. There was a mandatory meeting in the afternoon, an “all-hands” that Roman had to shift some follow up calls for. Foster was unhappy but couldn’t say anything because the orders came from higher up. 
When lunch came around, Roman unwrapped the tin foil around his turkey sandwich, careful not to tear it for some reason and ate at his desk. He was five percent under his sales forecast. Meaningless, because he was the one that created it, and it was already thirty percent above the department average. But…it was still below. A point Foster felt the need to emphasize in an email last Friday, copying the founders.
Hey Roman,
Was reviewing the mid-month figures, and noticed a variation in your planned vs. actual close numbers. Looks like you’re lagging a bit – feel free to come to me for any advice/help. More than willing to help you match the pace we expect in the Toronto office. Elated to have you on board. Keep up the good work.
-A
Roman stared at the screen.
Yes. Elated to be here…prick.
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Roman followed the roughly fifteen people that were shuffling their way towards the conference room at 2 PM. There was speculation among them about what the meeting was about, ranging from office behavior guidelines to an expectant initial public offering. Roman didn’t contribute.
He stood leaning towards the back of the room beside George, as the director of the Toronto office, John Camino, a name straight out of Hollywood, set up the conference call receiver in the middle of the ten person table, lined four on each side and one on each end.
Foster was sitting at the head, directly facing him. Roman felt his eyes rest on him and pitied any girl this man had ever approached at a bar. A two-second burst of static later, a familiar voice broke through. It was Mike.
He was more formal than usual and leaning more on crutch words to help his sentences string together. “Um”, “Uh”, “Like”, “y’know”.
It was odd. He wasn’t the only one who noticed. Everyone cocked their head to one side and offered an ear while he stumbled through data covering the performance of their regional offices. Roman was beginning to check out until Mike turned the mic over to the head of HR.
She was short and to the point, sounding like she was reading off a script when she said the entire Toronto office was to be dissolved effective immediately. That all company equipment be returned and all sensitive documents be sent to the regional manager for safekeeping or disposal. 
Roman looked around the room to survey the reactions. George’s face was expressionless. The junior BDRs furrowed their brows in confusion, mouthing “wait, what does this mean?”, the account execs tried to hide nervous shifts in their posture, and Foster had his mouth slightly agape like a fish. It satisfied Roman to see that he did not know this was coming.
As for himself, it was better to be unemployed in Toronto, than in Ottawa. Foster spoke up asking if there was anything else, and when the HR manager replied in the negative, Roman was first out of the door.
Relieved, strangely.
He said bye to George, who said he’d check in with him sometime later in the week. He was rushing off for dinner with Maria’s family.
Roman, on the other hand, took a circuitous route home. There was no urgency anymore to anything. He passed a restaurant called the Java Café and sat down for their lunch special despite it being almost 4 PM. A pitcher of beer and a pound of wings for nine dollars was too good to pass up.
He ate messily and wiped his hands on his pants. He asked the waitress to bring two extra blue cheese dips and she did, along with a wad of napkins. Roman finished the pitcher in twenty minutes and continued wandering. 
There was no shock, just a warm feeling watching scum and mulm settle to the bottom of a fishtank. He was at a pet store, stoned. After Java he walked north to less busy streets and sparked up a joint. No plan after this other than lying down in the puppy pen and feigning interest in adopting a cat. He would spend the time staring a tabby down, trying to provoke it into doing something rash, or at least interesting. 
Christ.
When the novelty faded, he made his way home. To his surprise he saw the same girl from this morning. They got to the front door of the building together and she gave way to him to tap his FOB and open it for the both of them. He scoffed loud enough for her to hear. 
When the elevator came he let her go first, as was her expectation, and she took up beside the buttons on the left side. She tapped the button for five and stood there aloof. 
Roman leaned back against the wall. After a few seconds he cleared his throat and asked her to press eleven for him. She smacked her lips and said she “wasn’t his butler”.
He smiled, reached over, and did it himself. She backed into the corner and sneered at him.
He took a deep breath.
When he got to his unit he checked his computer for any further instructions from work. He left kind of hastily.	Comment by Kiran Malik: add to packing for Ottawa and say he upgraded from second hand Commodore 64 to an Apple II
When he logged onto his email he saw a message from the CEO-brothers Mike and Terry. Subject line: FYI. He thought about opening it later but found himself clicking on it then. 
Hey Rome,
Sorry we couldn’t give you a heads up before the meeting this aft, we had to protect ourselves procedurally on advice from legal and HR. 
We wanted to let you know that your old position is yours if you want it. We would pay for relocation and any other moving expenses. The same offer has been made to Adam and George.
We think you’re a rockstar and would hate to lose you!
Thanks,
Mike
Roman reread it a few times to make sure it was saying what he thought it was saying then clicked the reply button,
Hi Mike, Terry
No thx.
-R
Chapter 53 (Aug ‘89)
Over the course of the next week Roman came to understand that the anxiety of not having a job is greater than any anxiety that can be caused by a job. Not really, but a large portion of the time.
There is a small chance that his rent being higher now and his rental property needing repairs had something to do with it. But while things were tight, he never worried about his ability to make money. To generate.
Another contributing factor was his dissociation from the ambitious, enterprising guy he thought himself to be. His third night in a row spent watching Battlestar and putting back Tostitos (restaurant style, of course), the clear impetus. 
The show cut to commercial at a cliffhanger and Roman thought about how it’s someone’s job to sit through the entire show pinpointing the most dramatic parts so they can interrupt them with  advertisements for tampons or the “all-new and improved mop”. I mean, on one hand, you would get to see the episode before anyone else. On the other hand, you’re fundamentally evil.
He checked his watch and was disappointed to see it was only 9 PM. He couldn’t go to bed yet, though when he thought about it, he wasn’t sure why. It wasn’t like he had anything to wake up for and so was sleeping past 9 AM routinely.
He got up, tossed his dirty bowl in the sink, poured out the rest of the beer he was absentmindedly sipping and went to bed.
He slept deeply and unexpectedly, dreamed of Maya. Not in that way…though he didn’t trust his subconscious to tell him anything important in that regard. It was a film reel. Sepia-toned flashes in Ottawa, except it was summer, which didn’t make sense. Headaches and fatigue from long workdays swept away by waves of red wine and conversation. 
He felt more real then. 
Maybe this was what they mean by TV brain rot. 
Nevertheless, it was nice to see his time with Maya validated by this blast of nostalgia. And, further, that he did not just convince himself of this pleasant, idealistic narrative for his benefit at the time. Their conversations were actually significant. Impactful. Raw. He believed they each took something from it and left a part of themselves there at the table.
All things considered, not a bad thing to wake up to.
As Roman continued to wake, his ability to recall the dream faded rapidly. The residue it left behind was calmness. He found himself brave enough now to tell his brain what he expected of it, rather than simply hanging on to its reins with white knuckles. He told it that he intended to call George. It had been two weeks since the meeting and neither had reached out.
“Enjoying your new place? Did you know I know I’m only two subway stops away now?’ 
“Yea it’s a big upgrade. No I didn’t, really?”, Roman replied.
“Nice, yea, we’re between St. Patrick and Queens Park. I’ll have to come see it soon.”
Roman lied, “That’s great, yea, definitely come by when you can”
Roman found it odd that he both did not want George to come by and that he lied about knowing they lived that close. It was the first thing he looked up when he was setting location parameters for his realtor.
“Lots to catch up on”, George said, “things move faster in a real city” a wink was obvious through his tone. 
“You do have a seven month headstart…” Roman said. “How’s this afternoon? 1 PM at Icarus?”
Icarus Lounge, a Greek club on Queen Street, further West for George than Roman. Maybe it would be too out of the way, Roman hoped, then felt guilty at the thought.
“Sure. See you then,” followed by the click of the receiver.
Several decisions that were usually automatic for Roman proved difficult. 
Shower? Nah, it’s just George, he won’t care. 
Jacket? Maybe it’s too hot, but best to take a light one. 
Belt? Depends on the pants. Pants? Depends on the shirt. Shoes? Depends on the pants.
Christ.
He wore the same thing he wore the day before.
The first thing George asked after giving him a bear hug and ordering two beers was how Roman was doing after the layoffs. 

“Yea, fine. They offered me a role back in Kanata, but I turned it down,” Roman explained.
“Same for me, I also rejected it. No chance I was going back to Ottawa.” 
They took a big gulp of beer, some lager. It was not the best, but it was cold so, fine.
George broke the silence. “So, what’s next for you?”
The question Roman had been asking himself nonstop.
He shrugged. “Not sure, just keeping my eyes open. You?” 
“I actually started at a new shop last week. That’s why I didn’t reach out, I was busy with onboarding.”
Fuck.
“Where?”
“PCs Limited? Not sure if you’ve heard of them. They started up a Toronto office in May. Changed their name to Dell recently.”
George thumbed the stein handle and looked out the window, “Actually, if you’re looking I might have something for you…might be kinda perfect actually”
Roman cocked an eyebrow. 
You’re loving this, aren’t you.
“Yea?” he feigned disinterest, looking at the TV behind George.
He continued. “Yea, an opening where I worked before Mitel. It brings together your two great passions…well one of your two great passions. Is it fair to put women ahead of computer systems?”
Roman exhaled through his nose, showing his amusement with the least effort possible.
“What is it?”, he asked while taking another sip.
“Systems analyst at Brewer’s retail. The Beer Store.”
Roman nodded and slugged the rest of his stein, immediately ordering a refill. 
The rest of their conversation listed lazily between the Toronto nightlife, moving logistics, and Roman’s Austin Marina. They split the tab.
George offered to cover it. He had never done that before this point. 
When he got home that night he thought more about the offer. 
Systems analyst. 
That was his official role title at Mitel, but with a heavy sales component. More freedom. A corporate card. No micromanagement, until Toronto at least. Plus, George was now a project manager at Dell. That stung, though it shouldn’t have. 
What is wrong with me…
At Brewer’s he’d be an unknown quantity. No goodwill, no unearned trust to leverage. Same role with less. Of everything. Well, except money, but from a cost-of-living perspective, was comparatively less of that too.
A step back and a confirmation of everything that he suspected on his ten day forced sabbatical. 
Ambitious people don’t go backwards, only forwards. His father’s voice.
But, sometimes you have to go backwards to do that. His own voice.
He called George and told him to set it up with the hiring manager.
Two hours later he had a date and time for the interview.
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Roman was struggling to keep his face neutral through  the stench of burnt coffee and freshly combusted tobacco. He had a sensitive nose.
The Brewer’s hiring manager was speaking softly behind her coffee cup, which made it harder for Roman to make out her questions.
He had trekked north almost seven kilometres to meet her and now his prospects for making a good impression were being blocked by a red cardboard Tim Horton’s logo. It did not matter what he had to say, if he had to ask the woman to repeat the question five times, she would be bound to get annoyed.
It started off well. She was more than happy to take a meeting with a friend of George’s, she said. Roman sensed that she might have been a friend of George’s at one point too…
But then she said she needed a coffee, taking them into the loudest Tim Horton’s Roman had ever been in. Midway through her cigarette, Roman took the calculated risk of asking her if she would be open to continuing the interview on a walk. Thankfully, she obliged.
Only then did he get the opportunity to talk to her properly about his experience as a systems analyst and relationship manager at Mitel, tactfully name-dropping the founders when appropriate and listing his achievements modestly. Of course, he had said much of this inside the Tim Horton’s, but the noise interference clearly cut both ways, because she was acting like she was hearing it for the first time. 
“Well that’s I needed to hear! Next steps - you’ll hear back from someone on our team in the next few days” the woman said to Roman, concluding their walk in the parking lot.
“Great, and you have my current number?” Roman asked, then proceeded to confirm it was indeed correct. He knew she did, he just wanted to have the last word for some reason.
His suit smelled of cigarettes, but he was feeling good. A beer felt fitting.
He fumbled around his pockets a few times until he remembered that he forgot to withdraw cash at the beginning of the week. He had walked by a few breweries through the junction that would have been perfect. 
Damn.
He figured he might as well wait until he was at his home branch to withdraw the money, the RBC right around the corner from his apartment. Ninety minutes later he approached the bank only to find that the front glass was smashed, and the doors were blocked. Security guards moved around like ants. A few bank goers were turned away and directed to the next nearest branch. Some issue with a homeless person and an Adirondack chair, apparently.
Roman had an account at TD as well. That was the bank that underwrote his student loans and he always had about three hundred dollars in his checking account to make interest payments. Its office was closer.
His forehead was glistening from the long walk and his hair had been blown by the wind into a more natural formation than the neat, gelled do that he sported for the interview. His charcoal grey jacket was open, but he had kept his tie on. Roman opened the door to the building and queued for a teller. It was sunny outside which made the view out the window a lot more inviting than scanning the annoyed faces of other bank customers. The line shuffled up slowly and he dropped into his thoughts, trying to figure out how he felt about this potential new job. The interview was something to do, or rather, something not to reject doing. But that wasn’t the same as wanting to do it.
He waited for fifteen minutes before he was on deck, second to the front. When he was he was instructed to proceed to the furthest desk on the right, there wasn’t anyone there. Still, he did as he was told.
Chapter: 55 
Roman stepped up to the counter, head lowered, fishing through his wallet for his ID. It registered out of the top of his eyes that the person behind the counter had sprung up from a bending position, presumably filing away some papers from the last customer.
He was already rehearsing the transaction in his head: present ID, charming smile, withdraw cash, order pint(s), decompress. The thirst he accumulated made the pint sound far more appealing than it should. 
I should keep an eye on that.
The teller, a woman, patted herself down and smoothed out her skirt before she looked up.
Elizabeth.
For a split second, he considered pretending not to recognize her. Not in any real way, just in the way you hesitate before making a decision that could complicate an otherwise simple moment. The recognition in her face made it impossible.
Her expression didn’t change right away. It was like she was still processing him, running a comparison in her mind.
At the party, he’d been in jeans and a leather jacket, drinking cheap beer, probably looking half-feral under the dim, yellowed apartment lighting. Now, he was standing in front of her in a suit - crisp but slightly undone, his tie loosened at the collar. He knew he looked different. He had shaved that morning. He also carried himself differently when he was in his suit. Easier to come off as more deliberate and self-assured.
He could see something shift in her expression…subtle, but there.
“Roman,” she said, not a question.
“Yeah,” he said. “Hi.”
She blinked, like she was aligning the two versions of him in her mind. Then she shifted gears, polite and professional.
“What can I help you with?”
“Cash withdrawal,” he said, sliding his ID across the counter. “I don’t have my card. This isn’t my main bank.”
She nodded, took the ID, glancing at it for longer than necessary before typing something into the system. He noticed how precise her fingers were on the keyboard, her nails short and clean.
“So,” she said, still looking at the screen. “You’re in Toronto now?”
“Yea. So are you, it seems.”
He leaned slightly against the counter, studying her face. She was completely unemotive.
“When did you move?”
“Couple weeks ago.”
She nodded, clicking through a few more screens.
“How’s it been?” she asked, her voice neutral.
“Fine,” he said. “Didn’t know you worked here.”
“Part-time,” she said. “Mostly at Hudson’s Bay.”
“The Bay?” He raised an eyebrow.
“Custom Blinds.”
Silence. She didn’t elaborate. He waited, but it became clear that was all she was offering.
“And how’s that?”
“It’s fine.” A pause. “Not my dream job, but it covers the bills.”
Fair enough.
She counted out the cash, placing the bills on the counter between them. Her hands were steady, methodical. He picked up the money and slipped it into his pocket.
He tilted his head slightly, studying her.
Fuck it.
“Hey, are you busy after this?”
She glanced up, caught off guard. “Excuse me?”
He shrugged. “Do you want to go for a walk or something?”
She narrowed her eyes slightly. “A walk or something?”
“Yeah,” he said. “A walk…and if you don’t get tired of me, maybe a drink.”
She exhaled through her nose, considering. Her expression wasn’t one of excitement, but curiosity.
“Alright,” she said, her mouth tugging into something close to, but not quite a smile. “A walk.”
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Roman hung around the area, killing time before Elizabeth finished her shift. The pharmacy first for a drink. His hand paused over the coke bottle before ultimately grabbing a carbonated water. Bulk barn second for a snack. Cashews, but not very good. He got the wrong ones: unsalted and unroasted. He looped back to the bank, munching bland nuts on a couch in the reception area.
Twenty minutes later, Elizabeth emerged from behind the counter, bag in-hand, putting on an English looking quilted jacket. The type that you might go quail hunting in. It sat a bit large on her narrow shoulders.
It was still bright out, though the sun had started its slow descent. Roman pushed open the heavy glass doors of the bank, stepping outside, and Elizabeth followed a few paces behind. She adjusted the strap of her purse over her shoulder, looking briefly down the street, as if calculating the best direction to go.
They started walking west. The rhythm of their footsteps was uneven at first, like neither of them could quite settle into a pace. Roman adjusted to be roadside.
“So,” she said, “you’re here for good then?”
An utterance that felt more like a probe than a genuine question.
“I suppose,” Roman replied, glancing up at the skyline. He didn’t say it to sound aloof, just that he was not accustomed to being in any one place for an extended period of time and wasn’t sure what “here for good” meant.
There was a pause. She exhaled through her nose, maybe amused, maybe irritated.
“At that party,” she said finally.
“What about it?” Roman asked.
Another pause.
“You seemed different then,” she said, not unkindly.
“Different?”
She shrugged, like she hadn’t thought far enough ahead to have an answer.
Roman was beginning to see that she was edging outside her comfort zone.
“Less serious. Maybe.”
He smirked. “It was a party to be fair…I’m serious now?”
She glanced at him sideways. “A man in a suit at a bank.”
Roman allowed himself a soft laugh. “That’s all it takes to be serious?”
“No…not really,” she said, looking ahead.
Roman let the quiet settle. It was nice to be around someone who hadn’t already made up their mind about him.
The accent of her TD pin on the lapel of her blouse brought out her eyes. Outside, in natural light, the effect was multiplied. He hadn’t noticed how green they were before. He tried not to stare.
At the same time, he wondered if her lack of eye contact meant anything.
They reached the corner of the street. The traffic light was red. Elizabeth turned slightly, opening up her body, and studied Roman for a moment. She didn’t know what to make of him yet.
The way he walked beside her. Unhurried…
The light turned green. They kept walking.
Chapter 56: Mid October, 1989
Two weeks later, Roman was sitting across from Elizabeth at a small winebar on Ossington called ‘Destinys’, with no apostrophe. She had carefully agreed to see him again, but had some family things to attend to. So, fourteen days of suspense. Since the date was in the books, he was happy to wait. 
All worth it now, he thought, as he watched her turn her wine glass by its thin stem.  An absentminded action that highlighted her thin, delicate fingers.  Absentminded insofar as it looked practiced, or maybe she was just the type of person that made everything look natural. He had asked what she would like to drink. She told him to surprise her.
He ordered her a Riesling and himself a beer. He hoped she liked it.
The place was quiet, dimly lit, the kind of spot that attracted the vaguely intellectual. People who read in public and drank espresso after dinner.
“So, how’s the new job?” she asked, glancing up. He had mentioned it to her before they sat down.
He shrugged. “Good, I think. Not what I expected after Mitel, which is where I was working in Kanata, but good, yea” 
In reality, it had been going more than “good”. He was about a month in, and there was already talks of role augmentation: a euphemism for more responsibility and likely (hopefully) more pay. But he didn’t think sharing that would get him anywhere with her.
She nodded slowly and looked at the wine vortex she had created, like she was saying “cool, yea, that’s cool” in her head. 
Disinterested? Or something else?
“...and what about you?” he asked. “What’s the future hold for you in this fine city?”
She smirked slightly at the ornateness of his question. “What makes you think I have a plan?”
“You do.”
She tilted her head, maybe a bit self-conscious. “You think you know me, do you?”
He gestured vaguely with his beer mug, as if that explained anything. “You know. You seem…prudent. Like you got good grades in school. Always comb your hair before bed. That sort of thing.” He smiled. “I wouldn’t take it personally, it’s a trait shared by people who work in banks.”
She raised an eyebrow, but didn’t say anything. 
Was prudent too close to prude?
“Put-together would be a better term, like everything about you was made to measure.”
Elizabeth exhaled a quiet laugh. “I’ll assume that is a compliment.”
“Yes, do that.” He said, sipping his beer.
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For some reason those two words excited her. “Do that”. 
She avoided his eyes for a moment.
It was her turn to talk. With her eyes still fixed down she muttered, “I’m only a teller, you know.”
But Roman didn’t hear. A busboy dropped a stack of plates down loudly when she said it. It was a nice place, but it would be nicer if there was more space.
Elizabeth did not repeat herself. 
She glanced at him and felt uneasy. Not in a bad way where you’d want to retreat outright, but more like the trepidation you feel when getting into a bath that is a bit too hot.
She worried that Roman had started to recognize it, the way she sometimes lingered on him when he wasn’t looking. She had told herself she was studying him, deciding if she could trust him. 
She would believe that for now.
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Taking a small sip of her wine, and setting the glass down carefully, she let him break the silence. People always assumed she was thinking, strategizing, but sometimes she just didn’t have anything to say.
“Do you want another glass?” he offered.
“I’m quite alright thanks, but don’t let me stop you.”
He pushed himself further back in his chair and smiled, “No. I’m perfect.”
The next time the waiter came around Roman paid and they left. He walked her to the subway and gave her a hug goodbye. All semblances of Fall weather had abandoned the city, despite it being only mid October. It was flirting with the negatives, and Roman brought only a light jacket. She was comfortable in her quilted jacket, but noticed him shivering softly.
“I hope you’re not planning on walking home, you’re going to freeze”, she said.
“I’ll be-” he started to lie.
But before he could protest more she had already started unwinding her green scarf.
“Thanks, but really I’m fi---” 
“...just give it back next time” she said with lightness in her voice.
Next time.
As he started to thank her again, she had already turned her back and was halfway down the subway steps.
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On the ride home Elizabeth felt light and warm. 
Her mind lingered on his question about her future. She didn’t know. What she did know was that wherever she ended up, she didn’t want it to be by accident.
At the next stop the doors opened and ruffled the pages of a newspaper half-stuck to the ground. There was a picture of a young woman in a pants suit with an implausibly big smile. Elizabeth didn’t dare touch it, but moved one seat over to get a better look. She saw the words “Bcom (specialist)”, “Ministry of Finan—" and “Competitive Salary”, before the influx of legs and feet obscured her view.
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He rubbed the forest green fabric between his thumb and forefinger. It was hard to tell exactly what it was, but it was soft, so he guessed a natural fibre. He didn’t need the scarf, it wasn’t that cold…but she gave it to him. He couldn’t say no.
As he walked, he took light pulls of the lingering perfume and poured over the night. He noticed Elizabeth getting quieter as things went on and worried that he might have been the cause. With her, and only her, he always favored less. Less words. Less action. Just less of him.
Part of this was him not wanting to run over her, and another part was probably some subconscious mirroring. He often tended to think aloud, finding his point in the middle of a sentence so he was intrigued by Elizabeth’s intentionality. Or at least, that is what it looked liked. 
I’ve mistakenly thought that before…
Another part of his “less-ness” was probably wanting to avoid judgement. When he spoke around her, he felt studied, almost like all he said was being picked apart while he said it. This was not something he worried about with anyone else. Well, maybe a little with Michelle but the difference with Elizabeth was that it felt challenging, as if she was pushing him to sharpen up. It felt well-meaning and honest. He also liked that he cared what Elizabeth thought of him.
When he dropped her off at the subway, he had expected a quick hug, but not the scarf…and definitely not her quick exit. Her turning so quickly probably served him well, eliminating the possibility of him trying to move too fast. He had to do this right.
Suddenly he was a real person again. A real person in the world, walking, working, and being seen out and about. A person to whom spontaneous things may happen. A person who was perhaps deserving of those things. 
He was home now and the thought occurred to him again this while nestling into the left side of his couch and watching the new Star Trek. He was putting back a bowl of instant Ramen and drinking some room temperature club soda that he forgot to toss in the fridge.
After the show finished, he went into his bedroom to tackle an urgent ask from his manager (it could have waited until the morning). When done, he returned to the kitchen for another glass of water and closed the door of his bedroom, oblivious to the blinking red light of his answering machine.
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When Elizabeth got home, she ate a small dinner off her cutting board. A mandarin orange, a small saucer of quartered strawberries, some chunks of Welsh aged cheddar, and some stale crackers.
Ordinarily, she liked piecing it all together intentionally. That night, she did it on autopilot, until putting an orange slice on a cracker without cheese and noticing something was off. 
It was rare. Not her losing focus, but to be fixated on something else. The weird part was that she couldn’t place exactly what she was fixated on. She just knew she wasn’t there. In that moment. 
It meant she had to trust her feelings instead of being able to rely on her thoughts. It meant she had to relinquish some control.
It bubbled up slowly. The sense that her date with Roman had ended too soon, or rather, lacked a feeling of finality or closure.
She didn’t know this person who operated on feelings. And she certainly didn’t know the person who dialed his number and left him a voicemail.
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Roman didn’t check his machine until the next morning.
He had woken up with that specific kind of clarity that follows a night of undisturbed sleep. Where the edges of reality feel sharper and where thoughts come fully formed instead of in fragments. He felt strangely settled, like he was on the edge of finding something.
The flashing red light on his machine caught his eye as he passed through the living room on his way to the kitchen. He paused for a moment, then pressed play, the mechanical whir of the tape spinning filling the quiet space.
“Hey… It’s Elizabeth.”
A small pause. The ambient sound of her apartment in the background. Rustling.
‘Um actually. I don’t even know why I’m calling.’
Roman straightened up slightly. He ran a hand over his jaw.
“I had a nice time, that’s all. And I wanted to say thanks. For the drink. And for the walk. I—”
Another pause.
“That’s it. Bye, Roman.”
The tape clicked to a stop.
He stood there for a few seconds, processing, wishing there was more. The pause. 
His first instinct was to call her back immediately, to match her action with one of his own. But then he imagined her hearing the phone ring, staring at it, regretting ever dialing his number in the first place. He imagined her hesitating, then answering anyway, trying to fill the silence with polite words, backtracking, undoing. 
Like the first time.
He would wait.
He would see her again, and when he did, he would let the air between them stay charged, unresolved. 
It was better this way. 
He played the message again.
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He didn’t see or talk to Elizabeth for a few days after that. They had gone out on a Wednesday. It was Saturday.
Sure, he could have called, or even dropped by the bank under the pretense of needing another cash withdrawal. But he didn’t.
Instead, he thought about her in small, inescapable ways.
When he caught his reflection in the glass doors of his office building, straightening his tie. When he overheard a colleague mention Hudson’s Bay, and his brain supplied the image of the green scarf. When he passed a bookstore and imagined, for no particular reason, what kinds of things she liked to read.
It was strange. He had spent nights with women, entire weeks even, without thinking of them much afterwards. But with Elizabeth, his brain did so much more with so much less.
Curiosity. A desire to see what would happen if they allowed themselves to relax.
And yet, when he finally called after a week, she replied in the same controlled, pragmatic manner in which she normally spoke. 
Roman: Hey, Elizabeth, it’s Roman. How are you?
Elizabeth: Well, thanks, and you?
Roman: Yea, I’m doing good. Are you around Thursday? It’d be nice to see you.
Elizabeth: I have a late shift, but I might be free after.
Might.
Roman: Well, I’ll be home, you can just call me when you’re done.
Elizabeth: Ok, will do.
Roman: Cool.
Click.
That was it. No unnecessary words, no nervous pauses. Just direct. Polite. A small offering.
No overcompensating. No eagerness.
A game of restraint.
[bookmark: _b9gvs8vhl4zw]Chapter 58: That weekend
There was a five foot mirror in by the door and Roman had just inadvertently given himself some side eye. He was looking for a safe place to look. He knew about twenty percent of the people at Roger’s housewarming party but he wasn’t sure if this one guy opposite the kitchen island was in the twenty or the eighty. Roger had moved in a week ago to a hotel residence with Jocelyn because she demanded more space…despite not contributing to the rent.
Roman wished Roger would have let him bring more of his friends. It’s not like space was the issue.
Jocelyn insisted on an apres ski theme, which was seemingly unclear to a lot of people. Roger wore an ambiguous flannel; “chalet” would not be anyone’s first thought. Roman was wearing a puffy vest, jeans, and ski goggles. Better but still too blue collar. 
The girls were dressed better, but then again, for themed parties, they frequently were. Outfits ranged from full body, colorful snow suits to form fitting athletic wear. Roman realized he didn’t care if they were on theme if it looked good. He wondered if they thought the same thing about the guys.
He eyed his new haircut in the mirror. Still long, but now the hairs at the front were around the same length as the ones at the back. It was great for work, being neat around the collar, but it meant that if he didn’t style it properly it could look like a male “bob”. The movement and excitement of a night out was exactly the scenario that would muss it up. In fact, he could already feel it falling. 
 He had brought Jello shots. He wasn’t planning to, but Jocelyn had heard that he had done it for his friends’ parties and would feign offence if he didn’t do it for her and Roger’s as well. He decided to avoid that headache.
“Her and Roger’s”. That pissed him off. 
It’s Roger’s. Maybe if you paid some of the rent or actually enhanced his life in any way instead of just being a cold, annoying, bit—
His train of thought was interrupted by someone sliding by, rubbing red slime on the outside of Roman’s hand. 
Cherry Jello. Nice.
The place was loud, humid with the heat of forty, maybe fifty people in ski gear shedding layers. The windows were beginning to fog up. One of the guys he knows, Ross, hands him a drink - one of the beers he brought left out on the balcony to keep cold. He sees Roger across the room, talking animatedly to a group of guys in Patagonia fleeces.
Jocelyn materializes in front of him. She is wearing a cream-colored sweater-dress cropped far too short and thigh-high socks, oddly trying to seek the wrong type of attention from Roger’s friends.
“You brought the Jello shots?” she asks, raising an eyebrow.
Roman shrugs, “yeah.”
“I didn’t peg you for a Jello shot guy.”
Something faintly condescending about the way she said it. 
Roman did two vodka shots back-to-back with Ross when he came in. His head was already buzzing, the way it does when he knows he’s going to get too drunk but isn’t ready to slow down.
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The first girl he talked to was named Isabel, or Isadora, or something like that. She was standing near the fireplace with a glass of wine, dark hair, sharp features, and she asked him how he knew Roger.
“He’s my brother”
“Oh, really? you don’t look alike.”
“It would be a weird lie, wouldn’t it?”
Great start.
Roman drank more. She asked what he did, and he told her something sanitized, vague. Something about computers and data analysis, because explaining what he actually did was too tiring, and she didn’t seem all that interested anyway. When it was her turn, he watched her mouth while she talked. She had nice lips and straight white teeth. It was getting hot so he took off a layer and was in just his t-shirt, now.
The second girl was named Joanne. She laughed at his jokes and touched his arm as an excuse to warm up her hands. She kind of looked like Michelle…
Michelle? It’s been months. Why now?
The thoughts rose up before he could suppress them.
Was she touching some other guy the way this girl was touching him? Smiling up at him? 
He drank more.
He didn’t care. He shouldn’t care.
…
Why did he care?
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By the time he met the third girl (her name he forgot), he was drunk enough to feel the night sloshing around him like water in a bathtub. His body felt loose, disconnected.
“How much liquor was in the Jello shots?” she asked, trying to hold his attention
“Unclear,” he said, grinning.
She wasn’t as pretty as the first two. Short, with a nose ring. He hated nose rings. She seemed genuinely interested in what he was saying, which was more than he could say for himself. He thought about how easy it would be to take her home, but something inside him rejected it, for the first time.
He nodded along, saying something probably charming but meaningless. She laughed. Too hard.
And still, there Michelle was. Unwelcome, but present.
He fantasized about her in her apartment. Her legs curled under her, wearing his hoodie.
Her telling him that it didn’t mean anything and that nothing had changed, but kissing him like it had.
He swallowed.
“I’m going to grab another beer,” he tells the girl. 
He’s not.
He finds Ross and coaxes him into another shot.
Chapter 59: Five days later (Mid-Late Oct ‘89)
Roman arrived ten minutes early. The patio he had suggested the last time they spoke did not take reservations and it got busy fast, especially on Thursdays. It was one of the only heated patios he knew of, and if they didn’t have room, he’d prefer not to be turned away in front of Elizabeth. That, and he needed time to get his footing. To preempt the nerves and make it look easy. He had never needed to do this with anyone else.
It was called Pallet Town and it was a converted house on Dundas street, just west of Ossington. The facade was burgundy and had a bunch of purple grapes painted on, though it was starting to chip. 
Pallet Town was primarily a niche bottle shop. 
Orange wines, biodynamic, preservative free, blah blah blah. 
Roman had been a few times before with Michelle. 
Michelle. Christ. Nonstop since the party.
She had found it quaint, and the wine “complex, yet light”. There were a couple good bottles, sure, but in general they were sour and acidic. 
And overpriced.
Inside, old hardwood floors were warmly lit by recessed bulbs. The artwork was classic, landscapes mostly. On one wall was a piece that was a bit more eccentric. A half naked woman surrounded by garish fabrics swirling about her head like cartoon birds. There were benches that looked like they were built into the walls and front window. The effect was that every spot to sit could be a nook to curl up on. And that is what Roman observed. Mainly women, but two men of the literary type sat that way too…and three dogs. It was one of the few spots that were friendly to pets.
There was a blonde woman ahead of him. She stepped up to the counter inquiring about some obscure vintage red. The employee shifted her weight and the floors creaked as she apologized for selling their last bottle a few hours before. Roman heard her curse as she walked past him towards the exit. 
Small tragedies.
“Hey, how’s it going? Any room on the back patio?” Roman asked, the first question rhetorically.
“Hi there, yes, for one?”
“Two actually, the other guest will be here shortly” he replied, and let out some air he didn’t realize he was holding.
“Sure, follow me please”
Roman smiled and trailed her through the back area, down some wooden steps. There was a strong smokey smell, meat and seafood. Shrimp skewers and small pieces of lamb were left unfinished on the table where the counter girl was inviting him to sit. She cleared them away and he let his contingency plans go. It wasn’t all that busy after all.
Before she was out of earshot, Roman asked where the bathroom was. He was sweaty, but he had not overdressed. If anything, just the opposite. He blamed the forty-five walk in his head, but that wasn’t it. The weather wasn’t as cold as the week prior, but it was still cool. In any case it was best to wipe down any gleaming areas of skin before she got there. Images of his dad wiping his oily forehead with a kerchief entered his mind, and he shuddered slightly to think that he was slowly becoming him.
When he re-emerged, he registered the warmth radiating from the heat lamps, odd that he didn’t the first time through. The server had brought two glasses and a jug of water with a swing top seal, the kind Roman remembered on glass maple syrup bottles growing up.
He adjusted the candle that sat in the middle of the table. Then his glass. Then moved them both back. Looking around, the wooden fences enclosing the patio on two sides were high and covered in greenery. The patio backed onto an alleyway and the streetlights there smudged the city into something soft. Towards the bottle shop were two hanging lanterns, completing the muddled, yet cohesive aesthetic.
Roman took a few deep breaths and focused on the water. The raucous conversation and jovial noises of the group next to him caused the surface to ripple. It reminded him of that scene in Jurassic Park with the T-Rex.
He didn’t even have to look up, he just felt it like a shift in air pressure. All the other sounds dimmed and the energy on the patio tipped slightly.
Elizabeth walked in like she’d stepped out of a different life and into this one. Navy coat, a change from her quilted, and as always, book underarm. But missing her green scarf. The one sitting back at his apartment, affectionately folded and placed on a side table. Probably the only piece of clothing he’d ever bothered folding.
She scanned the room with that practiced neutrality he was beginning to recognize in her. Unbothered, slightly amused, never quite surprised.
When her eyes landed on him, she smiled with restraint. He stood up and smoothed down his dark navy pants.
They hugged quickly before she apologized for being late.
He smiled. “You’re right on time, I was just early”
She shook out her hair gently, sat next to him on the outdoor bench, placing the book on the table, out of the way of the water. What we talk about when we talk about love. The cover was cracked. The pages looked stained with time.
“I’ve never heard of that before, is it good?” he asked.
Elizabeth glanced at it. “One of my favourites. I’m rereading it actually”
“What do you like about it?” 
Elizabeth paused, considered. Then, “It’s direct. The grimy and understated perils of ordinary, dysfunctional characters in the stories resonate.”
Roman nodded. He didn’t know what to say.
The waitress came by then to bail him out, offering Elizabeth the drink menu. She didn’t take it.
“You pick.”
“Dangerous,” he said.
“I’m feeling brave.”
He ordered her a glass of dry Riesling, not too sweet, thinking it matched her. He didn’t know what that meant, exactly, but he liked the sound of it in his head. She took a sip when it arrived, made a face, then smiled.
“This will do.”
They talked about other books they were reading. Norwegian Wood, The Bell Jar, Slow Days, Fast Company. He liked that they did not have to go through a period of requisite pleasantries and waffling before they could really talk to each other. Actually, it was more than that. He liked that he liked talking to her, the same way that he liked that he cared what she thought of him.
As she talked she slipped off her coat. She wore a black shirt cut to show her collar bones and prominently display her silver necklace that had begun to tarnish at the edges. 
She had brought up how her younger cousins were in town and she had watched them for a night so her aunt and uncle could explore the city. She couldn’t believe how fast they had grown. The oldest, the boy, was now fifteen.
Roman leaned back, tilted his head, and asked, “What were you like at fifteen?”
Elizabeth blinked. “Me?”
“Yeah.”
“Why do you want to know?”
“I don’t know. I’m trying to build the prequel.”
She laughed. “You’re assuming there’s a plot.”
“There’s definitely a plot.”
She sipped her wine. “Okay. At fifteen, I was awkward with huge glasses. I swam a lot and had to take care of my younger siblings everyday after school. All the time, really…” Roman thought he saw something like sadness creep onto her face. Just for a moment.
“…I didn’t have time for much else outside of that, chores, and studying. Oh and I would cut my own bangs!” she finished excitedly.
Roman grinned. “That explains… nothing. Though, you being the oldest sibling makes sense”
He looked at her bangs now and wanted to reach out and graze them gently.
Elizabeth laughed. “Your turn.”
He exhaled. “All I remember is wanting to be on the basketball court. All the time. But I was still holding onto some baby weight, and not in a cute way.”
She looked at him, gave a gentle smile.
“I made the school team, partly because I was practicing with my older brother the summer before. We hung out a lot then. I still think about it.”
There was a brief pause.
“Actually it’s been a while since I thought about high school. I guess I blocked out all the time that I was a bit chunky.” Roman said, laughing, but reddening.
Elizabeth’s expression changed. “Don’t talk about him like that.”
She was joking, probably, but it was a pleading tone, like she was defending his younger self from any threat or danger. He nodded, almost contritely and took a sip of his wine. A strange warmth came over him.
“I don’t tell a lot of people that stuff,” he said.
Her head tilted, eyebrows furrowing slightly. He couldn’t get a good read on her, she just seemed like she was truly there with him. Present.
“Why not?” She followed up.
He shrugged. 
“I guess because once you do, they start seeing you as a sum of those things. I’d rather be seen for who I am now”
“And who’s that?”
His fingers traced the stem of his glass and looked at her.
“I don’t know. I think that’s what I’m trying to figure out.”
His voice held nothing performative, just clarity. She returned his honesty with a look of quiet understanding. They inched closer together.
The food arrived. They’d ordered one dish to share. Some kind of flatbread with fig and cheese, and something spicy, toum or something like that. It came with little side plates, but they ignored them and ate off the same one.
The check came a bit too soon, the server apologizing for the one hour seating limit. Elizabeth said she was headed to the restroom, but offered to split the bill as she stood. Roman insisted on paying. He watched her walk away and waited patiently, credit card in hand.
He paid before she got back and was standing, waiting. He had her book in his left hand and watched as her eyes lingered on it when she made her way over. She didn’t reach for it, and only took it when he offered.
It started raining, but just a light mist.
“How did you get here?” Roman asked.
“I biked. I’m locked up about a block from here.”
“I’ll walk you,” He said. She didn’t protest.
They took even, quick strides and matched them with hurried conversation. It felt like they both could feel the night coming to an end and wanted to squeeze out of it all that they could. Neither noticed how many times their hands grazed.
When they arrived at her yellow bike, all too quickly, the energy changed into something a bit…squirrelly. She started unlocking her bike, dispelling her nervous energy through practical movement. Roman started smiling more and did not quite know what to do with his hands. 
They both knew that goodbye and goodnight was imminent.
At the end of their last date he was focused on playing it right, like a gentleman. A quick hug.
Now, their third date, there was no protocol he was aware of to follow. If he was honest with himself, he had never liked someone seriously enough to reserve himself like he had. He started to register some moisture on his palms and wiped them on the back of his pants when she wasn’t looking.
“Ok, well, tonight was fun,” Elizabeth said, helmet in hand.
“Yea, it was, thanks for meeting me here.”
Their previous grace and flow, fully absent at this point.
“Thank you.” she said, emphasizing the “YOU” and smiled wide, her eyes darting around while she twisted a leg around the other.
He could tell she was nervous. This thrilled him. He wondered if she could tell he was too.
“Ok then, well, have a good night,” he said awkwardly, leaning in to give her a final hug.
“Thank you. You as well," she said, mid-embrace. This one lasted longer than when she had first arrived. It felt warmer.
When they let go, dead air.
Roman broke the silence, “And hey, leave me a quick message so I know you got home safe.” 
She smiled, “I will” and started moving her bike away from the rack.
He nodded and started walking away.
[bookmark: _mpy0pvxl74gn]#
His body and mind were buzzing. He could almost hear the noise in his ears, the static interference when you have “snow” from a lost signal on the TV. 
He repeated to himself that he was doing the right thing. He was being respectful. That he was not ruining the night by doing anything he shouldn’t be.
Yes. Keep walking.  
But his brain couldn’t keep up with what was going on. All of a sudden he realized he was jogging back towards her calling her name.
“Elizabeth. Wait.” 
She had not yet mounted her bike and looked back over her shoulder caught unawares.
He reached her in nine long strides and grabbed the frame of her bike with his one hand, lifting it effortlessly away from her, leaning it on a lightpost. 
His left hand found the small of her back and his right hand, now free, went straight up her back into her hair. He pulled her waist towards his and kissed her.
One of her hands fell on the inside of his elbow and the other cupped his face. They embraced each other while exhaling softly.
The static was replaced. His head was swimming in such a way that it threatened to sweep him away. He focused on his body. Something was happening in his chest. Something tender, unbearable.
When they finally broke the kiss they stayed close, foreheads pressed. Elizabeth blinked a few times and tried to say something but couldn’t get past a stutter.
Roman’s hand found the one on his elbow. She finally got out the words she was looking for.
“...I’m a little scared of this.” She was laughing. Just barely.
He closed his eyes and angled his head slightly up so that their noses touched lightly.
[bookmark: _qbsrk2o6qqta]Chapter 60 (Late Oct ‘89)
It had been four days. Not that Roman was counting, exactly. He just knew because he had been thinking about her. Not constantly, not in a way that made him feel unhinged.
He hadn’t called her. Not that he had promised to, but it was implied that he would. She had sent him a message to let him know she got home safe.
If the night ended differently, maybe he would have right away. But, she said she was scared. 
What does that mean?
He couldn’t decide if it actually meant something or if he was making it mean something.
This was so easy with everyone but her. Being decisive. Always easy when the stakes are low.
He usually made choices based on logic and forward movement. Pragmatic, efficient, rarely looking back. But when it came to Elizabeth, he found himself caught in a strange space between impulse and hesitation.
Work had lost a bit of his interest. He moved through the motions. Morning meetings, client calls, emails, more emails. His manager pulled him aside to discuss the potential role expansion again, something about new accounts, bigger projects. He nodded in all the right places, responded with all the right words.
But his mind kept looping back.
Maybe she doesn’t want me to reach out. Maybe that’s what she meant by being scared.
By the time his lunch break rolled around, he had exhausted himself with second-guessing. It was ridiculous and too much of a departure from himself. He wouldn’t let this mind parasite infect other parts of his life. The only solution was to just do something. Anything.
He dialed her number from his work station.
Two rings.
Three.
Four.
Then, her voice.
“Hello?” the upward inflection raised to the extreme.
He exhaled through his nose,
“Hey. It’s Roman.”
A pause. Just half a second longer than it needed to be.
“Oh. Hi..”
Something in her tone was different from last time. Not excitement, but an empty, carefree, breeziness that suggested that she cared none for what he had to say, but could also be convinced to, quite easily. It might have sounded at home in another person, but not her.
“I was actually calling to see if you were free tonight,” he said. 
Another pause. Then, an exhale. Soft, not tired.
“Oh, no. Not tonight. I’m seeing some friends after work,” she said. “But maybe another time?”
Maybe another time. He ignored the way his stomach dipped slightly at the words.
“Sure, sure” he said, tone even. “No worries. Have fun.”
Another small silence.
“Yea, thanks” she said. 
“Yea, of course, yea,” he said, forcing a small smirk into his voice. “Talk later.”
She hesitated.
“Byee” in the same light, foreign tone.
Click.
Roman sat there for a moment. Then he let out a slow breath.
There was a chance she meant it. That she really did want to see him another time. 
But in his experience, this just meant that a person didn’t want to say no outright. 
She said she was scared. Now she’s busy…maybe.
He wouldn’t try and figure out where it had gone wrong. Where he had lost her. Well, not at work at least.
Besides, he could never be sure.
He leaned back in his chair, tapping his fingers against the desk.
Either way, he would leave it on her to call him back.
Chapter 61 (Nov ‘89)
Elizabeth left work at five, like usual. Walked down the same street, past the same storefronts, through the same doors of her apartment building.
 She had taken the elevator to the third floor, unlocked her door, dropped her bag onto the counter, and sat on the edge of her bed, staring at the same chipped floorboard.
The apartment, like the building, was old. Full of creaks and quirks. Narrow hallways led into small, uneven rooms with exposed brick and warped wooden floors that groaned under the wrong step. She kept it warm with lamplight, the kind that spilled softly against dark green walls and made the wood of her furniture glow. She had an old credenza, handed down by her parents, and a small round table by the window where she sometimes sat with a mug of tea and watched the street below. It smelled faintly of laundry detergent and lemon oil, tidy and lived-in. Except the desk. That was always a mess: papers, pens, receipts, a hair tie. The pipes clanged when the heat kicked in, as if protesting the effort, but otherwise the apartment was quiet. Too quiet.
She had lied to Roman. She had not gone to see her friends.
The whole conversation felt like tossing around in bed on a hot summer’s night.
She was erratic. Her words were too vacuous then suddenly too even and flat.
The pause before “maybe another time” had stretched just a second too long.
She could tell he noticed.
He hadn’t pushed, hadn’t questioned her. He had just accepted it. 
That made her feel…
But what choice did he have? He had to take her at her word.
She wasn’t herself. Hadn’t been for the past few days. Not since the call.
She could still hear the words in her head, still picture the moment just before when she excitedly picked up a phone call from her mom.
But her voice had been different, thinner than usual. Like something had been pulled out from under it.
“I didn’t want to tell you this over the phone.”
Elizabeth had gone quiet, fingers tightening around the receiver.
“It’s your uncle.”
She hadn’t needed to hear the rest, but her mom let the details flow.
She wanted her to stop. She wanted to tell her to shut up. 
Did she think that more information would help him in anyway? If not him, then her?
An accident. A hospital. Nothing they could do. Gone before she even got there.
She said nothing. She couldn’t. She had lost an uncle. Her mother had lost her brother.
She responded in the right tone, reassured her mother that she would come home for the service and stay for as long as she wanted.
She did. And then she had come back to her apartment, stood in the kitchen, and felt nothing.
The days after were strange. Time passed in a way that didn’t quite feel real. She went to work. She answered emails. She did small, normal things. Brushed her hair, put on makeup, folded her laundry.
The grief was muffled, like a sound coming from the other side of a closed door. 
She wasn’t sure if that was better or worse.
She knew she could have picked up the phone when Roman called and told him the truth. Maybe she should have.
But what was the point? What would he have done? What would he have said? What could anyone say?
Yet when she imagined it in her head, the conversation, the words in his low, even voice, she had a feeling that he would understand.
She didn’t want that now. Understanding might’ve been worse. 
She knew that if she opened the door to it all…
So, she told him she had plans. That was easier. 
She needed to keep moving. Keep working. Keep existing.
At least until it passed. 
Everything must pass.
The thought pricked her. And out of the wound tears fell to the hardwood, coalescing amoeba-like hands around a chip in the grain. Before engulfing it.
Chapter 62 (Mid-Dec ‘89)
Two weeks, still nothing. A roller coaster of emotions. Resisting the question.
Why hadn’t he called? 
Something inside her did not have that honest expectation. Since they’d reconnected in Toronto he seemed so much more reserved than the night in Ottawa.
Him calling would have been a different kind of story. A different kind of person. Someone more open. Someone who might have said something vulnerable the night she called after their first date, instead of nothing at all.
She hadn’t told anyone about the voicemail. Not the first one. The new one. The one she just sent.
 Not her friend Hannah, (who was now in Toronto with her girlfriend Eilidh), not her mother. Not even Maria. It felt too fragile, like saying it out loud would expose something she wasn’t ready to examine. Or worse, would make it real in a way she couldn’t take back.
Elizabeth had gone about her life with methodical precision. Work, home, groceries. Cleaning the bathroom on Thursdays, folding laundry while watching old episodes of Poirot. She started waking up earlier, almost compulsively, and would sit on the edge of her bed with her hands in her lap, unsure what to do with the extra minutes.
She thought of him. He was a persistent tugging in the background of her mind. Like a string tied loosely around her finger that never seemed to fall off.
At first she told herself she was being ridiculous. They had barely gone on a handful of proper dates. He didn’t even know her, not really. But then she would replay the things he said. The way he listened. The way he let silences stretch out.
The voicemail was a mistake.
A lapse in judgment. She had called. Left a message. Put herself in the vulnerable position of waiting.
And so far, nothing. Again. Like the first time, after their date in Ossington.
That was the part she hated most. 
It happened again.
The silence wasn’t the worst part. Not knowing what it meant, was. 
Was he indifferent? Was he over her and was just trying to spare her feelings? Did he just forget? 
She remembered the idea to call him again coming slowly. She didn’t decide as much as it built inside her, like pressure. That night when she sat at her kitchen table, slowly eating yoghurt with a spoon, she simply thought: “I don’t want to feel like this anymore.”
She told herself that the worst thing that could happen had already happened after Ossington. Him not answering. That was it. That was the worst. She had survived. 
It was 10:30 PM. Late, but not in a way that would be intrusive. He stayed up late, she remembered him saying once.
She dialed.
Three rings.
Then voicemail.
His voice, casual, composed. Just Roman. Then the tone.
She stood there for a second, the line still open.
She left her message.
Chapter 63 (Mid-Dec)
The air smelled like wood, smoke, and something faintly metallic, like the inside of a tin can.
They had arrived just before sundown, the three of them: Roman, George, Colin. Colin had been hanging out with them more recently. 
The campsite was remote, no visible neighbours, just an area circled by trees and the not yet frozen water just beyond. The tent was already up. The beers were already cold, nestled in the snow. Everything was cold. They had talked about camping in Algonquin Park for months. Roman had always thought they meant the summer. But, it was the middle of December, and they finally made it happen.
“This is what life is supposed to feel like,” Colin said, scooching his folding chair closer to the fire, holding a marshmallow at the end of a bent clothes hanger. 
“I’m serious.”
George nodded, poker-faced. “You’d be a good cult leader, you know that?”
Roman smiled faintly, not looking at them. He was staring at the fire, one leg crossed over the other. His fingers were picking at the label of his beer can. Mainly just to keep them from going numb. 
They cooked sausages over the fire and ate them in the dark with their fingers. Colin brought out the beans, heating them in the can like it was a movie. Roman added maple syrup, a trick he learned from his dad. 
There was a kind of tenderness between them, cloaked in casual remarks and jokes. It didn’t need to be spoken aloud. It was in the way George kept asking if Roman needed more firewood (always), or the way Colin tossed them fresh beers just as they finished the ones they were holding.
“Wouldn’t it be crazy to own something up here?” George said, voice low. The fire reflected off his eyes. “Like a little place. Nothing fancy.”
Roman nodded. 
He felt something settle in his chest. A soft ache. Not sadness. Not joy. Just the feeling of being alive in a moment he knew would pass.
“Oh hey, did you bring the chocolate?” Colin asked, glancing in Roman’s direction.
The question brought Roman back, “Uh, what are you talking about?”
“Man, I left you a message like two days ago, chocolate for smores…and to help mask the taste of the shrooms” he said dryly, shaking the Ziploc bag in front of his face.
“Oh, really? No, my bad…I’ve been living at the office, barely every check my voicemail at home.” Roman said, apologetically, before adding “And also, don’t be soft, they aren’t supposed to taste good.”
Colin snorted with derision and passed around the bag, there was no ceremony to it. Just a shared silence and a few poorly timed jokes.
“Ugh, tastes like shit and regret,” Colin muttered.
They lay on their backs in the snow, watching the sky. The stars were impossible. Too many. Too bright. It made Roman feel like a speck. In a good way.
The world slowed. Everything deepened. The sound of the fire cracked differently. George said something about being able to hear his own blood move through his ears.
Roman’s mind was blank but he felt something in his chest like a pressure drop. Her name never came up, but it felt like her. Not just in him, but the wind across the lake, the shape of the moon through the trees, the silence between sentences.
Back home his machine would be flashing.
Her call would already be waiting.
Unheard. Unanswered.
Just a soft message from another world.
Chapter 64 (Early-Mid Jan, ‘90)
Elizabeth had always believed in routine. It gave the hours shape and kept the questions at bay. The fluorescent hum of the bank, the soft click of her keyboard, the clink of coins sliding into the sorter. These things had a texture to them, a rhythm. 
It had been two weeks. Since the voicemail. Since no reply. Since the call she told herself wasn’t a risk, even though she’d felt exposed for days after. 
At work she was efficient, brisk, polite. Customers complimented her professionalism. One old woman told her she had “a calming presence.” Elizabeth had smiled, thanked her, and excused herself to the staff washroom where she sat on the closed toilet lid and stared at the back of the door for five minutes.
That Thursday night, she met Maria and Hannah for wine. The three of them squeezed around the tiny kitchen table in Maria’s apartment, legs tangled under mismatched chairs. Maria had lit a candle she described as “bourbon and cashmere”. Hannah was already half a glass in.
“I think we should set you up,” Maria said, tipping her glass toward Elizabeth like it was a toast.
Elizabeth blinked. “Set me up?”
“With someone,” Hannah clarified. “Like, a person. A man, ideally.”
“I know what ‘set you up’ means,” Elizabeth said dryly.
Maria leaned forward. “You’ve been weird lately. Not like, obviously weird. Just...I don’t know, you seem like you’re in a rut”.
“I’m not,” she said quickly.
“That was convincing,” Hannah added. “Deny it faster next time.”
Elizabeth smiled despite herself. “You two are the worst.”
Maria reached for the bottle and refilled their glasses. “Come on, just one date.”
She said nothing. Her mind wandered. His voice. His hands. 
But she nodded. “Okay. One date.”
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He was tall. That was the first thing. And he was handsome in a quiet, symmetrical way, like a movie extra. His name was Simon and he worked in credit risk at BMO. He wore fitted clothes, tasteful shoes, and had a high-pitched laugh.
They met at a wine bar near the Distillery District. It was oddly empty and they were seated near a window under harsh lighting. He complimented her coat and asked her how long she’d lived in the city. She found herself answering things in long, complete sentences.
He told her about his job, about debt coverage ratios and free cash flow projections. She nodded. It was all very reasonable. He had a condo near High Park. He asked if she’d ever been. Of course she had. He paid without asking and touched her back lightly when they left the restaurant.
Elizabeth smiled the whole night, not always feeling like it. The date was fine. Perfectly fine.
Simon had echoes of Michael. Her first relationship. They lasted five years. Broke up three weeks after Hannah’s party. He was also reasonable. She had made it work, once. She could do it again. It would be fine.
Later, when she got home, she undressed slowly in the dark, folding her clothes neatly before sitting on the edge of her bed. It was quiet. It was calm. It was good. 
Good was what life was made of. Don’t let other things distract you. Good is fine.
Chapter 65
Roman eyes hurt. The type of burning that sets in after one too many back-to-back meetings. He was feeling refreshed after the camping trip five weeks ago. The feeling didn’t last long.
He had negotiated a sales component a few months back as part of the role expansion. His numbers were strong but had begun plateauing over the last few weeks. Hard for them not to, even he couldn’t keep the pace he had set. Still, he tried to compensate with longer hours, better presentations, clearer emails. 
What else was there to do? Elizabeth didn’t call. George was heads down on a project, and Colin was out of town. 
He had checked his messages when he got back, but they had all been erased. Roger said he went to his place to water his plant, flush his toilets, etc but ended up staying there for the weekend…with Jocelyn.
Apparently she had given out Roman’s home phone number to her friends so that she could be reached while there. And yes, while she may have cleared his machine, “she wrote out every one of them on sticky notes.”
Sigh.
Roman had a hard time believing that she got them all. Especially considering she missed one he knew was left for him by Colin. The one requesting chocolate for the s’mores. 
But still, there was no way she would miss Elizabeth’s…if she called at all. 
She was scared. I guess I’m not worth the trouble.
Operating on that, he went out a few times in the last two weeks. A few bars, a few hookups. Nothing lingered. The sex felt mechanical, like a game but with no winner. One woman complimented his forearms.
He was seeing Roger more now. Well, Roger and Jocelyn. They had started hosting dinners more often and going out less. She talked a lot about nothing. Probably because she did nothing. Both him and Roger, tired from the work week, suffered through her new profound interior design insights. Roman was sure he suffered more.
She talked about the speakers Roman lent them last month – his quadraphonic setup. How she had found a way to “integrate them into the living room”. 
His speakers. 
The ones with the clean bass, solid range, bought with his first real paycheck he ever earned.
Roman told her “not to get too attached” because he needed them back. He had a party coming up. 
He asked politely, the first two times. Jocelyn dodged. Roger changed the topic.
Eventually, he called Roger.
“She’s using them,” Roger said.
“That’s great, but they’re mine.”
“She needs them for the party.”
“Again, so do I. Oh and did I mention that they’re mine?”
They got nowhere over the phone.
He drove to the hotel and took the elevator from the residence entrance. Jocelyn opened the door and stood in the frame like a sentry.
“You can’t just barge in.”
Roman didn’t wait. It was his brother’s unit. Not hers.
He stepped forward, clipped her shoulder with his, barely brushing past but enough that she stumbled slightly. Her expression changed.
The whole exchange felt heavier than it should have. Like something ruptured, and not just in the moment.
“Are you serious?” she said, voice cold but loud enough to signal Roger.
Roman unplugged the speakers. “I did you a favour. And now I need them back.”
Roger burst in from the other room.
“What the hell is going on?” he demanded.
“Don’t act surprised”, he said, and left with the speakers, cables dragging behind him.
Roger called that night. They argued for twenty minutes, spiraling past the speaker setup into everything else. Roger brought up the house. The deal with their dad. 
The call ended badly. Roman stared at his phone for a long time afterward. He slammed down the bottle he was holding and chipped his table.
That week he worked late every night. He kept the speakers in their box. Didn’t even bother setting them up for the party. He went out with coworkers instead and tried to laugh at their jokes.
At home he sat on his couch in the dark.
It wasn’t the speakers or Roger that was bothering him.
Chapter 66 (Early-Mid Feb ‘90)
Elizabeth was sleeping more, though not necessarily better. Her dreams were thin and difficult to hold onto, like tracing a pattern on water. Some mornings she woke up and felt like she’d had conversations overnight. Not out loud, but still, the kind of conversations where you wake up a little breathless.
She thought about him most during transitions. On the way home from work, brushing her teeth, boiling water for pasta. 
She felt guilty. She should have been thinking about Simon. 
She went to work. She completed the day’s transactions. She chatted briefly with the assistant branch manager about interest rates. She had the same ham and cheddar sandwich at her desk, and read the same open tab of a blog post about Mediterranean ceramics that she hadn’t finished for a week. She couldn’t leave things unfinished.
Oddly, Roman had left no mess in her life. No trail of broken objects or half-said things, but his absence hung strangely in the corners of her week.
Chapter 67
Roman was at the gym, before work. It was starting to become, not quite enjoyable, but pleasantly obligatory. As early as it was, he tended to see the same people repeatedly, presumably also in their “obligatory” routine. He wondered if anyone actually enjoyed it.
He had written down his workout for the day and stuffed it into his shorts pocket. Bench press, rear deltoid flys, seated overhead press, lateral raises, and incline dumbbell press.
He wanted to leave after the first set. He also couldn’t wait until they finished replacing the floorboards on the basketball court.
In between his sets he walked the length of the gym instead of sitting on the bench. Eighty-seven steps each way, four circuits, then back down for another set. Consistent, predictable, and no need to rely on his watch or the clock that was on the other side of the gym floor. 
He was setting up to overhead press. He stood to lift the dumbbells onto his knees and sat down with them. Kicking them up to collarbone height he began the set, half of his intent on trying to connect to the muscles he was trying to work, and half on trying not to drop them on his head. Especially not the blonde girl next to him.
The one in the sports bra with the tattoo on her shoulder blade. The one wearing baggy sweatpants that hung off her waist. The one with the chunky new balance sneakers.
He lost track of his reps, but it felt like nine so that’s what would be recorded. Look at that, one more than last week.
Roman finished the rest of his workout, opting to do his lateral raises last in the functional training area…which had absolutely nothing to do with the fact that the blonde girl happened to be practicing her handstands against the wall nearby.
It wasn’t that she was particularly attractive. Well, aspects were, she was lean, toned, and Roman liked how well she was able to maintain her focus throughout her routine. He didn’t bother to think about how that reflected on him…
Something about her was familiar. Her face, the way it angled, her embouchure, the way it tightened. The way her cheeks rounded but not as high as the cheekbone. He liked her not for her grace and ease of movement, but for the mastery of her body and muscular control. The sinewy muscle, clean lines. Those elements brought back memories. Painful, shifting to neutral. The way Cindy held her bow. Kept her posture perfect throughout her performance.
He stayed a bit longer than he would have normally to stretch out. He made a display of  courteously wiping down his mat. He took his backwards hat off, pushed his hair back, and used the opportunity to sneak a glance through the mirror.
After a few minutes, he packed up and left, feeling good.
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Clean.
That was the word Elizabeth kept thinking in regards to Simon.
He smelled like eucalyptus and wore crisp shirts that never wrinkled, even after sitting. He called when he said he would, made dinner reservations in advance, and always had a back up plan. His High park condo had a sectional couch and framed art prints that were a little too perfect. Generic, if not uninspired. They reminded her of what you might get if you asked for “minimalist wall decor” at a home goods store.
He told her she made him feel “calm.” The word landed with a soft thud in her stomach. She was not sure exactly why she had a reaction to it at all.
They met on Thursdays, mostly, as they had planned. Dinner or drinks. He kissed her gently at the door, hands on her waist as if he’d practiced. Sometimes she stayed over at his, sometimes him at hers, it depended on where they went to eat. They were practical about it. He always had lactose-free milk in the fridge even though she had told him it was a texture-thing, not a lactose-thing.
 The sex was…fine.
“You okay?” he asked once afterward. She nodded, but stared at the ceiling for a long time before answering. Apologizing afterwards, feigning distraction. By what, she hoped he wouldn’t ask.
Simon made her feel like she was doing everything right. Like she’d made the adult choice. Like there was a question no one had asked, but she had the answer to.
And she hated that she always thought of Roman when that feeling came.
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Elizabeth and Simon were at a dinner party. His friends from university, McGill. The one in Montreal. Everyone had matching glassware and someone made a risotto that everyone over-praised. The wine was terrible. It didn’t matter to her that it was “biodynamic” and “sulphite-free” if it tasted like garden. She smiled through it all as they refilled her thick-stemmed wine glass without asking. It felt wrong between her fingers. Still, she looked peaceful and said the right things at the right times.
Simon rested his hand on her knee under the table, thumb moving slowly. It was affectionate, grounding. But she felt its weight.
When someone asked how they met, Simon said, “A friend set us up. Best decision she ever made.” He said it with a laugh and looked at her as he said it. It was charming to everyone else. 
Later, walking home, Simon said, “You were quiet tonight.”
“First time meeting them. I was the new girl,” she said.
“What did you think?”
“They seem nice.”
He didn’t press.
He squeezed her hand once before they stepped into the subway. The train came with a wind that rustled her navy coat.
He talked about getting away for a weekend. Maybe Niagara. 
She smiled. Said it sounded nice.
The tightness in her chest wasn’t going away. 
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Her name was Lauren. He only learned that after two weeks of nods and glances.
She was doing handstands again in the functional area. Roman asked her in between her sets if she used to do gymnastics. She smiled so wide that he was surprised to hear her say that she didn’t.
She was confident, but quiet. She didn’t talk much. They worked out in silence or with small remarks. Affirmations, questions.
Eventually, they went out for walks.
She had studied graphic design. Now freelanced in marketing. Wore headphones when she worked, liked jazz without lyrics.
They slept together once. It was sudden, and it caught him off guard. Intense, in its own way. Afterwards, she said nothing. She lay next to him, breathing evenly. He stared at the ceiling.
He liked her body. Liked her timing, her pace. But he didn’t want to tell her anything real.
She didn’t ask. That made it easier. And harder.
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Elizabeth ran into someone who looked like Roman. Just for a second.
He was walking into a bookstore across the street. Same height. Same way of holding tension in his shoulders. Her breath caught before she realized it wasn’t him.
She stood there a moment too long before crossing the street.
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Roman was cooking dinner when it hit him. He stood over the stove, watching onions soften in butter, and felt it rise like steam.
Elizabeth.
He hadn’t thought of her in days. Not actively.
But she showed up anyway. He plated the food and ate standing up.
Chapter 68 (Late March, ‘90)
It was raining just hard enough to matter, cold spring droplets that slapped against the pavement in quick, vertical lines. Roman had stayed on-path for as long as he could before ducking into a bookstore mostly out of instinct, but also out of habit. He hadn’t meant to be in Bloor West, but whenever he had, it was to pop-in to get a new Book, Movie, or Video at, the appropriately named BMV. 
He took his gloves off and ran a hand through his damp hair, looking around like he needed a reason to stay.
He spotted the girl instantly, but was not fully certain. Hair layered down her back, curling at places, straight in others. She was wearing a brown quilted bomber jacket he didn’t recognize. Standing at the fiction table, one delicate hand resting lightly on a hardcover’s spine, the other picking at random points, parsing and dissecting. Jumping to parts of the book that the author had intended to be arrived at in sequence. Doing things her way, on her time. 
For a moment, Roman considered turning around. Leaving. But something in the shape of her shoulders stopped him. A slight curve. Familiar tension. Like she was bracing against something invisible. Now he was sure.
He took a few more steps inside.
Behind him a couple burst through the door and the bell made a sound he hated. Too cheerful, too sharp. She turned her head slightly, reflexively, and saw him.
They both froze.
Elizabeth’s expression changed only a little. A widening of the eyes. The briefest parting of the lips. She straightened her posture, not stiff, just composed.
“Hi,” he said.
“Hi,” she replied, a beat behind. Only just.
Neither moved.
Then, slowly, she turned fully to face him. The book still in her hand, unread. His eyes flicked to it, but his focus didn’t allow him to make out the words.
“I uh didn’t expect-” she began, then stopped. “Hi,” she said again, quieter this time.
Roman nodded, then smiled faintly. “Me neither” pausing, “and hi”, he repeated.
Neither of them spoke for a five count, then Roman offered an explanation,
“...I had a meeting near here and it started raining and well-”, he cut himself off.
A silence stretched between them. Not awkward, just long enough to feel.
“How’ve you been?” he asked.
“Fine,” she said. “You?”
“Good. Busy.”
She nodded. 
The sound of a register opening. A baby fussing somewhere in the back. Elizabeth stiffened then glanced down at the book in her hands. Seemed surprised to still be holding it and set it down gently.
Roman stepped closer, but not too close. Just enough that he could see the line of her jaw, the curve of her collarbone where the bomber didn’t quite close.
“You look…well,” he managed, suddenly bereft of anything to say longer than one syllable.
“Ha, thanks, you too,” she said softly, a slight smile at the corner of her mouth.
There was an ease, but it was layered with something brittle. Like a bridge rebuilt from driftwood. It might hold. It might not.
“How’s Simon?” Roman asked.
She look stunned. 
“How-”
“Maria. Through George.”
She nodded. Felt guilt she had no reason to feel.
“I, uh, actually wouldn’t know…” she began, “We broke up”
Roman blinked. “Oh. I’m sorry”
He hoped it sounded sincere.
“Thanks.”
A pause.
He nodded once, slowly. 
Elizabeth looked down, then back up. “It wasn’t a big thing. Just…I don’t know…’’
He didn’t say anything. The silence agreed with her.
She rubbed her wrist absently, then reached up to tuck a curl behind her ear. It sprang loose again a second later.
Roman’s hands were in his pockets. He wanted to say something real. Something that would reach her. But he couldn’t find the right shape. He went with the truth.
“Hey, I just…” he looked everywhere but at her. “I missed you,’ he said finally.
Her face didn’t change, but something shifted in the way she stood. “You didn’t call.”
“You said you were scared…I thought you wanted space to-” he began, sounding more defensive than he wanted to.
“I left you a message…”
His stomach dropped.
“You did?”
“I did.”
They stood in it. The air between them no longer neutral. Not charged, not warm, but full of all the things they weren’t saying.
“And I even thought about calling again,” she said. “But I didn’t want to be that person”
Roman swallowed. Still processing what she said.
I did.
‘I-I’m sorry, I didn’t get it…what did it say?’
Elizabeth looked away, toward the window where the rain was streaming down in sheets. 
Roman didn’t take his eyes off of her. She looked tired. Beautiful. Worn in the way people get when they’ve tried hard to live gently.
“It doesn’t matter now”, she lamented. Roman thought he heard her voice break. The air left him like a punch in the gut.
“You look…well…”
“You already say that.” She bit back. The lash of a wounded animal.
“It’s still true.”
She didn’t respond.
Outside, someone ran by with a red umbrella. 
Elizabeth stepped back from the table. “I should…go…”
Roman nodded, but something in his chest folded.
“Do you want to-”' he started, then stopped. “Never mind.”
“What?”
He shook his head. “I don’t know. A drink. Or to walk.”
She hesitated.
For a second, it looked like she might say yes. Just to be near him. Just to remember how it used to feel. 
Then she looked at the door, at the puddles forming on the sidewalk.
“Another time maybe,” she said. Softly. Almost kindly. “Take care, Roman.”
“Oh. Ok. Yea. You too.” He mumbled.
She left without looking back.
He stood there for a long time, staring at the book she’d put down.
Then he picked it up and bought it. Without knowing exactly why.
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It started with weight loss. Again.
At first, nothing dramatic, nothing alarming. 
Meema blamed the new walking routine, the extra time she was spending on her feet with Gulshan now that he was working less. She liked to be up early, she said. Liked to move. To stay sharp. 
Her dinner went untouched more often than not. She would wave a hand and say she wasn’t hungry. That she had a big lunch.
Roman noticed, but didn’t comment.
Until one day she scratched her forearm hard enough to break the skin.
It came the following Tuesday.
Roman had just gotten home. The kitchen was still lit from the late afternoon sun, the light coming in at that angle that made the dust visible in the air. Spinning like soft static. He dropped his keys into the ceramic bowl by the door, loosened his collar, and walked to the sink.
The silence felt taut, like a pause held too long in a song. He filled the kettle and set it on the stove.
When he checked his landline, there were two missed calls from Roger. One voicemail.
He didn’t press play right away. He stared at the screen, thumb hovering, and only when the kettle began to twitch against the coil did he hit play.
Roger’s voice came through flat. 
“Mom is back in the hospital. Something with the liver. They’re running tests. They don’t know anything yet.”
A pause. Then quieter: “You should come.”
That was all.
Roman turned off the burner but didn’t move the pot. Steam curled against the cabinets, but the kettle did not scream.
He exhaled, leaned over the counter, and pressed his forehead to the cool metal of the fridge.
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He arrived at the hospital that evening. The corridor was washed in the sterile yellow of old fluorescents. Everything smelled like warmed plastic and antiseptic, a scent Roman had long associated with his summer at Pine Ridge.
The oncology floor was brighter than it should’ve been. Overhead lights buzzed like they were struggling to stay awake. Room 312. Roman paused outside the door.
Inside, Meema was propped against a pile of pillows, skin papery at the temples. A yellowing to the sclera. Her hands looked…old.
He swallowed hard and focused on keeping his breathing even.
Roger was already in the chair by the bed, bouncing one leg, his arms folded tightly across his chest. The television was on mute. Closed captions blinked across an episode of NCIS.
Gulshan sat farther back, near the window, a plastic chair turned slightly away from the bed. He was looking down at his watch clasp. He popped his head up when Roman entered. Blue-gray eyes holding back a storm.
Roman set down his peacoat, rolled his sleeves. “Hey, Mom.” He muttered softly.
She turned toward him, eyes bleary, but still sharp beneath the film of fatigue. “Rome.”
He smiled. His mother saying his name always hit a place nothing else could. “How are you feeling?”
“Fine,” she croaked, her voice rasped with dryness. Roman reached for the water cup, tilted the straw toward her lips. She sipped weakly. “Well, better now. Your father brought me socks.”
Up close Roman noticed the swelling near her clavicle. He tried not to let his mind jump to any conclusions. He looked at his dad who, too, looked up for a second and gave a ghost of a smile. He looked like he hadn’t shaved for at least a couple days.
Roger stood abruptly and pointed at the chart. “They said her enzymes are up again. Her bilirubin is over five now. That’s higher, right?”
Gulshan nodded. “Yeah.”
He walked to the monitor and scanned it out of habit. HR steady. BP low, but not crisis-level. 
The bags of IV fluids hung beside the bed like exhausted flags.
“She hasn’t eaten all day,” Roger said.
Meema coughed into a tissue, waved a hand at him. “Don’t hover.”
“You need food,” Roger snapped, then caught himself. “Sorry.”
Roman pulled the curtain slightly and sat down beside her. “You’re itchy?”
She nodded. 
“She was itching all night,” Roger said, pacing. “Scratching her arms raw. They gave her something, but…”
Roman nodded at his father and pulled him into the hall. When out of earshot he said
 “Cholestasis. Bile salts.”
Roger, agitated, stared at him.
“It means her liver’s losing function. Bile’s backing up.”
“Right.” Roger turned to the window, arms crossed. “You know, you’re not a doctor,” he said, his voice less steady than before.
Roman paused. “I know, but we had a patient at Pine Ridge that…never mind, we’ll ask for cholestyramine.” 
“They already tried that,” Roger muttered. “She puked.”
Roman looked down, he had noticed the familiar smell.
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Later that night, the new doctor came in.
He was tall in a way that made him look perpetually unsure of his limbs, nervous and unsteady. His name badge was crooked.
“I’m Dr. Fletcher,” he said too quickly. “I’m on call tonight with Dr. Shafer.”
Roman nodded. “You’re the resident?”
Fletcher blinked. “Yes.”
Roger blinked at him. “For Fuck’s Sake. You look twelve.”
Roman threw him a sidelong glance.
Fletcher shook slightly, “Uh yes, I get that a lot. But I assure you, I am qualified”
Roger snorted.
Shafer stepped closer, glanced at the monitor, then at Meema’s chart. He fumbled with the clipboard, looking for the latest bloodwork, Roman guessed.
 “What do you know so far?” Roman asked, breaking the tension.
“Bilirubin’s trending up. Platelets, dropping slightly. Hemoglobin’s holding steady for now.”
Roman stood. “And her ALP?”
“Four-eighty. AST and ALT are elevated, both around two hundred.”
Roman nodded. “And imaging?”
“Abdominal ultrasound shows ductal dilation. Suggesting obstruction, possibly extrahepatic. CT is pending.”
Roman nodded. “So the tumor’s pressing against the bile duct?”
“Likely.”
Roger leaned against the wall. “Is that what is causing all of this?”
Fletcher looked at Roman before answering, “Yes…well probably. It means her liver isn’t draining properly, so bile is backing up. The itching and the yellowing would be downstream of that.” 
He studied the two brothers. No response. 
He continued. “We’re pushing GI to schedule an ERCP. They’ll place a stent to relieve pressure.”
Roger blinked. “A stent? Like a tube?”
“To bypass the blockage. It can help symptoms. Won’t change the progression.”
Roman tilted his head slightly. “You said ‘pushing’?”
Fletcher hesitated. “They’re… backed up. But we’re on the board.”
Roger made a noise like a laugh, but it wasn’t.
Fletcher added, “We’re doing everything we can.”
Roman looked at him for a long time. Then nodded. “Okay.”
Fletcher retreated.
Roger folded his arm across his chest, thrashed them down, then folded them again. “He doesn’t know shit.”
Roman replied, “He knows enough.”
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That night, Roman stayed. Roger left just after midnight. Gulshan stood silently, then kissed Meema’s forehead and said, “I’ll come in the morning.”
The hallway buzzed with quiet movement: nurses’ carts, squeaky shoes, low murmurs. He stared at the IV bag dripping slowly beside her. The plastic chair was uncomfortable, but he didn’t want to sleep, anyway. The beeping was metronomic. 
Meema wasn't in a deep sleep. It was the medicated, fitful kind. Her lips moved sometimes like she was whispering to someone.
At 3:17 AM, she opened her eyes.
“Rome?”
“Still here.”
She smiled faintly. “The ceiling. Do you see it? It looks red.”
He looked up. Lit by the hallway exit sign, the plaster glowed a strange pale pink. It reminded him of watching a blood smear spread through gauze. 
Alcan.
“Yeah,” he said. “A little.”
She blinked slowly. “Looks like a sunset.”
Looking again it changed before his eyes to something rust-colored. The ceiling became something else entirely.
Roman swallowed. “Yeah.”
He stayed until sunrise.
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Dr. Shafer, the attending, came in the next morning. He had the easy composure of someone who had stood beside too many beds like this. It struck Roman in that moment, that there were benefits to Fletcher’s greenness. He shook Roman and Roger’s hand, greeted their mother, and acknowledged Gulshan with a nod.
He examined Meema with quick precision. Checked for rebound tenderness, scanned the eyes, asked about nausea.
“Any changes?”
Roman shook his head.
Shafer nodded, glanced at the chart and gestured with his head to speak with the boys outside. Gulshan stayed with Meema.
 “We’ll get her stented. That should ease symptoms. But we need to talk goals of care.”
Roger shifted his weight. “Goals?”
Shafer looked at them both. “We’re not looking at cure. We’re looking at comfort…palliative care.”
Silence.
Roger rubbed his forehead. “So, wait, what does this mean?”
“Rog, you know what this mea-”, Roman started
“Shut up. I need to hear him say it.” Roger snapped. He stepped closer and was now eye to eye with Shafer.
Shafer paused. “It means, we’re past the threshold for remission.”
“No shit,” Roger bit, and walked away in cold anger.
Shafer gave Roman a sympathetic look. He said nothing.
“Thank you doctor, we understand” Roman was glad his dad stayed in the room. He had been briefed by Shafer that morning. He couldn’t imagine hearing the news twice.
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They moved her to a private room. Roman helped her walk down the hall. She was slower than she’d ever been. She clutched his arm like a crutch, but her hand was still light.
The new room had a window. She liked that.
“I want to see the sky,” she had said. “Not just tiles.”
The first thing he did was pull the blinds.
She watched the clouds for a while, then closed her eyes.
Gulshan sat by the bed and stared at her hand in his. Both of their knuckles were pale.
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Gulshan came every day, always carrying something. New socks, bananas, hand lotion. He rarely spoke more than a few words. But he always sat beside her when Roman left.
One afternoon, Roman returned to find Gulshan sitting with her hand cradled in both of his, his forehead touching her wrist.
This time, he didn’t look up.
Roman stood at the doorway and didn’t interrupt.
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The following week passed slowly. Each day felt like a week. A ritual of slowness.
Roman arrived every morning by 8 AM. Sometimes Roger was already there. Sometimes not. The days took on a rhythm: sponge baths, medication rounds, the clatter of meal trays she barely touched. She joked once, about the hospital food tasting like “wet envelopes.” She lost more weight. They brought in a dietician. They said something about small meals, protein shakes, bland starches. Roman nodded, took notes. 
Roman stood in the hallway and pressed his forehead to the cool glass window of the fire extinguisher cabinet.
The ceiling above him shimmered red again, nothing to do with the lights.
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Fletcher popped in every other day. Each time he seemed slightly more comfortable, though his speech was still rehearsed.
She hallucinated, once, calling Roman by his father’s name. Another time she apologized for something. He didn’t know what. He told her it was ok, and held her hand.
Gulshan asked Fletcher. He brought up lactulose. “Possible hepatic encephalopathy,” he said, “but early. We’ll monitor.”
Gulshan nodded.
Roman asked Fletcher if they’d considered a syringe driver for anti-nausea meds. He blinked, surprised.
“You… have medical training?”
None.
Not formally, at least. Informally, countless hours dissecting every line of four different medical textbooks during Meema’s first cancer treatment. Part of the wake up call for him to get his life back on track.
Fletcher was still waiting for his answer.
“No.” he said.
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One morning she asked Roman to brush her hair. He found her comb in the drawer. She winced as he worked through the knots.
“Do it like your dad used to,” she said.
“How was that?”
“Gentler.”
He smiled and adjusted his grip.
She closed her eyes and found his hand with hers. “Oh Rome, you were always so careful.”
[bookmark: _t3o01lab7vc0]Chapter 70
Dr. Fletcher had been up since 4:51 AM. He always set his alarm to non-round numbers.
The hospital was already humming, the distinct pre-dawn rhythm when fluorescent lights replaced natural ones.
He carried his second coffee of the morning like it was medicine. It wasn’t having the intended effect. The cup trembled faintly in his grip, not from fatigue, but something else. Something he’d been trying to name for weeks.
At the end of the south hall, the new section with the private rooms, a chart hung crooked on the door. He made a point to read the name every time he passed it. To remind himself of his responsibility. The privileged position he was in. To remind himself that these were people. 
Only probably, because by the time he saw them, it seemed unbelievable that any life before the one they were living now was possible.
He straightened the clipboard before walking in.
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The young man, Roman, was already there. Always was.
He didn’t know his full name. Just Roman. That’s what everyone called him. Nurses, porters, even Shafer. Roman sat in the chair beside the bed with the same icy stillness every time, like he had roots in the flooring. His posture didn’t read as grief. It read as calculation. As tension. 
There was Roger too, his brother. Tension as well, but…volatile.
Meema was awake, barely.
Her eyes fluttered against the light. The oxygen tubing curved gently around her ears, the soft hiss of flow audible now that her breathing was quieter.
Fletcher greeted her softly.
"Good morning, Meema. It’s Dr. Fletcher."
She blinked once.
Shafer stood behind him, arms folded. “Vitals?”
He hadn’t heard him come in.
“Temp’s stable. 37.1. HR hovering in the 90s. Slight increase in O2 requirement overnight. No new vomiting.”
Shafer nodded. Fletcher stepped forward.
“Her LFTs have climbed again. AST is 222. ALT’s 275. ALP’s over 400 now. Bilirubin’s at 6.2.”
Shafer raised an eyebrow. “We need to recheck INR. And call GI. She’ll need that stent sooner than we thought.”
Fletcher hesitated. “GI's got a backlog. They might not scope until tomorrow.”
Shafer didn’t answer that. Just looked at Roman.
“We’re doing our best,” he said.
Roman nodded once, no anger, no gratitude. 
Fletcher swallowed.
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Outside the room, Shafer sighed through his nose.
“Want me to place the call?” Fletcher asked.
“Do it. Push for a slot.”
Fletcher nodded and walked down the hall, writing notes. He glanced over the shoulder of a nurse in the station who was charting vitals. 
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Fletcher came back in the late afternoon. It was quieter. The room smelled faintly of antiseptic and shampoo. Someone had helped Meema bathe. Her hair was wrapped in a towel.
Roman sat in the same chair. 
Had he moved at all?
Fletcher pretended to check the monitors. He wasn’t sure why. The numbers hadn’t changed. He just didn’t want to face Roman head-on.
“She ate this morning,” he said without looking up.
Fletcher turned. “That’s good.”
“She asked for tea. Wanted it in a cup, not the plastic one. I found one in the lounge.”
He pointed to it. A ceramic mug with fading blue flowers.
“She said it tasted better that way.”
Fletcher stared at the mug for a moment longer than necessary.
“That makes sense.”
Roman didn’t reply.
Fletcher shuffled awkwardly. “We’re trying to push the GI team. Dr. Shafer’s speaking to them again later.”
“Okay.”
A long pause. Fletcher glanced again at the IV pump.
“She was alert earlier,” Roman said suddenly. “Asked about the windows.”
Fletcher looked over. The blinds were halfway open, letting in a line of sharp light across the floor.
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That night, he stayed later than usual. He told himself it was because of paperwork, but that wasn’t true.
He passed by her room.
Roman wasn’t there. He found himself unexpectedly relieved. Meema was asleep. Her chest rose and fell in uneven waves. A nurse adjusted the oxygen flow.
He stepped in fully.
He scanned the chart again. No fever. Platelets still dropping. Creatinine ticking up. The internal collapse was slow, but constant.
He stood at the foot of the bed. He imagined his own mother there. And hated himself for it.
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In the staff kitchen was Shafer.
“She’s stabilizing, to a point,” Fletcher said.
Shafer poured tea from the communal pot. “Stent will help, when we can finally get it in. But it’s not fixing anything.”
Fletcher nodded. 
“Families cling to those words. ‘Improving.’ ‘Stable.’ Be judicious with them, Fletch”
He nodded again, then raised an eyebrow, “What’s the truth?”
Shafer looked up at him. “That she will die.”
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Fletcher had a strange dream that night.
Roman’s mom. The ceiling of her room, like blood thinned by saline.
He was staring up at it from the floor. Stuck on his back, like gravity was too strong.
He, Roman, was there in the corner, sitting calmly, watching.
Just sitting. Like always.
Chapter 71 (Late April, ‘90)
It was a soft undoing, which made it more difficult. Roman’s world was irreversibly changed and yet the world didn’t stop. He had come to the realization that it never stopped. For anything.
What had started as a temporary hospital admission had engrained itself as a new routine. 
He rose earlier now. Before the sun. Sometimes he’d already be dressed when the first nurse arrived, herself still bleary eyed, often surprised at his presence. He had come to detest the polite smiles and sympathetic eyes. They did nothing for him.
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On this particular day, work called twice. Roman didn’t answer the first time. The second, he told them he was dealing with something “ongoing.” That was the word he used. Ongoing. 
Emails stacked up. He stopped deleting them.
He turned down an optional meeting with his manager, said he’d revisit it later. He didn’t know what “later” meant, nor did he care. He would burn every last ounce of goodwill he had built without thinking twice.
Part of him dared them to push back. Part of him wanted an excuse.
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Mornings were for small, controlled things: the finances, cups of tea, reading his mother her correspondence.
Afternoons for logistics: speaking to nurses, asking for new bedding or an extra pillow, filling out medical forms.
Evenings for only her. They were the hardest. When the shadows grew long and things started to slip.
Sometimes his mother called him Tommaso, her brother. Sometimes she spoke like the hospital room was full of old friends.
Sometimes she just stared out the window.
Chapter 72: An Ordinary Life – by Roman
It was supposed to be an event. A rupture, a scream, a collapsing moment. Not this. Not quiet. Not every day looking like the last, except something missing.
People said it would come in stages. What they meant was organs. Labs. Numbers. 
What Ewan saw was the vanishing of time. Appetite. Grammar.
The body gave itself away in inches.
First posture. Then hands. Then reach.
He stopped trusting clocks.
He would sit for hours and feel like only minutes passed. 
Some days he caught himself counting how many times they blinked. It gave him something to measure. Something that didn’t lie.
He learned what it meant to keep a person company without saying a word.
He learned what pain sounds like in a quiet room.
He learned how to adjust the sheets without waking them. How to crush pills. 
His father cried in doorways. His brother James fought.
Ewan held the door. For everyone. Always.
It kept the world in place.
He thought he understood strength once. But he understood now that strength is conditional.
What he knew for certain was he would not be the one to let go.
Chapter 73 (May ‘90)
Roman found Roger in the visitor lounge, elbows on his knees, staring down at the floor.
There was a game playing low on the TV. The Blue Jays.
Roman sat across from him.
“She thought it was Tuesday,” Roger said eventually. 
Roman nodded. “It’s been a tough week”
He studied his brother’s face. The rings under his eyes. The three-day beard.
“...she said she heard Dad singing.”
Roger scoffed, but it wasn’t mean. “I wouldn’t wish that on anyone”
Roman half-smiled.
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Back in the room, the lights were dimmed. Meema was asleep. A half-finished cup of tea sat on the tray.
Roman nudged the tray with his elbow as he sat down, sending ripples through the liquid. 
Something felt different.
She made a sound in her sleep.
He looked up at the ceiling.
Chapter 74: Shafer
Roman stepped out an hour or so later. Shafer caught him in the hallway. The nurses were flipping Meema’s sheets.
Shafer carried the same chipped coffee mug he always did. A gift from one of the nurses, it said something in flaking blue paint that Roman’s blurry vision couldn’t quite make out. He leaned against the wall, his spine not quite straight, like someone used to all of this.
“Your mother was restless last night,” Shafer said. “Fletcher said she tried to stand on her own. Said she was looking for something.”
“She probably wanted her slippers,” Roman said dryly.
Shafer nodded. “Wandering’s common. Not always literal. Sometimes they’re chasing something they didn’t get to finish.”
Roman stared past him, eyes glassy.
“She thought I was my uncle”
“Close enough to love,” Shafer said.
“Excuse me?”
They were quiet for a moment. Shafer didn’t have to apologize.
Roman finally asked, “How long does this stage usually last?”
“You want the clinical answer or the honest one?”
“I would hope they would be the same thing.” Roman warned.
Shafer’s mouth twitched. He checked over his shoulder and continued in a more subdued tone.
“Look…we’re past the plateau. It’s in the liver, the peritoneum, lymph nodes... lungs too, most likely. The scans aren’t showing everything. They never do at this point.”
Roman was stone.
Shafer softened his voice. “…It’s no longer months…it’s…weeks. At best. Maybe more if she keeps drinking.”
“She’s still sipping tea.”
“That buys some time.”
Roman folded his arms and straightened up. Taking a quarter step towards Shafer, getting in his face. Looking slightly up at the man. “She still makes jokes.” He said flatly. Seriously.
Shafer wanted to take a sip from his mug, but decided against it.
“You know, people always think the hardest part is the pain,” he said. “But we’re good at managing pain. That’s the one thing we’re decent at.”
Roman tilted his head. “So, please. Tell me Dr. Shafer. What’s the hardest part?” 
Christ, I sound like Roger.
Shafer looked down the hallway.
“The waiting, Roman.” he said. “But really, it’s the knowing.”
Roman didn’t interrupt.
 “I’ve seen hundreds of people pass on. Some loud, some clinical. Some almost…natural, in how they folded themselves closed. But every once in a while… there’s someone whose life feels too intact to leave.”
“What are you saying?”
“I think your mother is one of those.”
Roman stared at the wall across from them. Pale beige, a hairline crack running vertically like a healed scar.
“She’s not afraid,” he said. “She’s never been afraid”
“No,” Shafer agreed. “But she’s still holding something.”
Roman let his eyes drift up. The ceiling, again. That same faint pink. 
“I keep seeing it,” Roman said. “The glow.”
Shafer didn’t glance up. “You’ve been here long enough to start hallucinating with your eyes open.”
Roman snapped without malice. “It’s not that.”
Shafer nodded. “No…no… I don’t think it is.”
Chapter 75: Gulshan
A familiar sight when Roman returned to the room - his dad in the armchair, one foot crossed over the other.
He held his wife’s hand gently in his lap. His thumb moved in small circles over the back of her palm, as if trying to warm her by friction alone.	Comment by Kiran Malik: Roman learned this is love. He does this for Elizabeth
She was sleeping again. 
Roman paused at the door. His dad didn’t notice.
There was something fragile in the way he held her. After a few minutes, he began speaking softly.
“You remember those first few months in Toronto?” he said. “The first time, when we didn’t have a proper bed yet. Just that folding thing on the ground.”
He was smiling, not with his mouth, but with his eyes.
“I used to roll off the edge, and you’d wake up cursing me,” he said. “Told me you were going to leave me for someone who had better spatial awareness.”
He looked at her face, studied it.
“But you didn’t.”
Roman heart his voice breaking.
“You stayed through all of it,” Gulshan murmured. “Through the move, through all the jobs. Through…me.”
He leaned forward, pressed her hand to his cheek.
“My love. I don’t know how to stay somewhere that you won’t be.”	Comment by Kiran Malik: this could be a good call forward. I tis the opposite of Roman
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That night, Roman and Roger stood together at the window. Roman was watching the lights from the parking lot cast long shadows over the floor. His mind was quiet now. Less fighting. Just presence. Roger wrung his hands together softly.
Shafer stopped by briefly, didn’t come in. Just caught Roman’s eye through the window, gave a nod.
Fletcher delivered the papers in the morning.
“She qualifies,” he said quietly. “They’ve got a space at Weston Care. They’ll take her Tuesday.”
There wasn’t anything left to delay.
Roger asked about transportation. About bed setup. Meds. Timing. He asked all the questions that let him avoid the only real one.
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In the afternoon, Meema woke up mid-sentence, like she’d been talking to someone already.
“I just don’t want to wear that shirt again,” she said, her eyes fluttering open.
Gulshan sat down beside her. “Okay. No problem. Your call.”
She smiled faintly. “You always did let me win.”
“I didn’t know I had a choice.”
She closed her eyes again. “Is it raining?”
“No.”
Roman looked up again at the ceiling. It had changed.
No longer just red. Now it looked like old clay. Like something that had once been clean and had slowly absorbed everything around it.
He stared at it for a long time. The shadows, the uneven light. The bulb with the flicker. The faint hum from the vent overhead.
His dad slapped him on the back lightly and sent him home to get some rest.
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Tuesday came.
The gurney arrived just after 9 AM.  The transport nurse introduced herself softly. No one said much else. Roman packed the bag. Her robe. Her tea mug. A scarf she’d worn twice.
He helped the nurse lift her carefully, her body was too light. His dad rode with her. Roman and Roger followed in their dad’s car.
When they rolled her into the hospice room, it was bright. A tree outside. A blue chair in the corner that looked almost comfortable.
Meema opened her eyes briefly and smiled at her three boys.
Roger offered to spend the first night with her, so Roman went home. He spent thirty minutes watching the ceiling before passing out on his couch.
Chapter 76: Hospice
After several nights spent in the room, he was finally able to identify the smell, faint as it was. Eucalyptus, and clean linen. The light came through the window softly, filtered through trees. 
A nurse named Jelena was taking vitals. She was efficient, kind-eyed, and tall.
“She settled around 2 AM.,” Jelena whispered. “No confusion overnight. Vitals are still steady.”
Roman nodded, his leather jacket still on.
“There’s food in the kitchen if you want something,” she added. “Coffee too. It’s not great, but it’s warm.”
As she left, she touched his forearm.
The room had a recliner by the window, two side tables, and a reading lamp with a dimmer switch. A corkboard on the wall held pinned artwork.
There was a binder on the dresser labeled Symptom Management Protocol. He had never seen it before, so he read the first three pages about pain scales before closing it gently.
By mid-morning, Roger showed up holding a bag of muffins from a place Roman liked on College.
“They had blueberry,” he said, setting the bag down.
Roman patted him gently on the back. 
Gulshan came in quietly behind him, a thermos of chai in one hand, a folded newspaper under his arm. He placed them both on the windowsill and adjusted the thermostat. The fatherly privilege.
They sat around the room.
Roman stood eventually and walked to the kitchenette. Heated water. Filled a tray with tea and paper cups. He didn’t ask if anyone wanted any. Just handed it out.
They drank in silence, the kind that only families learn to carry.
Around late morning Meema woke. Just for a moment.
She blinked, looking around the room, confused. Terrified. 
“Gulshan?” she cried, voice dry.
Her panic stabbed Roman like a knife. “It’s Roman, mom, I’m here”. Stepping forward. “I’m here,” he repeated.
“Where’s Gulshan?” she asked again, distressed.
“He’s coming soon, mom. But I’m here. Do you need anything?”
“I want Gulshan. I need to tell him something before I leave” A distinct urgency in her voice now.
“Where are you going?” Roman asked.
“I—uh…” Meema looked confused.
“To…to…” she continued, tears welling in her eyes.
Roman’s eyebrows were knit together with concern. His throat thick. 
He felt a steady hand on his back, relieving him. His dad. He held Meema’s hand and gestured with his head for Roman to leave.
“I’m here, my love. There is nothing you can’t say to me.”
Roman spent an hour in the courtyard. Replaying the words. Not his mother’s, his. 
“Where are you going?” he had asked. The question that made her confused. That terrified her. He felt responsible. 
Stupid. Careless…
He had been mindlessly snapping twigs until a knob sliced his palm open. The pain felt deserved.
In his peripheral vision he noticed Roger approaching.
“Rome, they’re here,” he said. ‘C’mon.”
The cousins arrived a few hours after lunch.
Roman forgot they were coming. An arrangement made through his dad, the nexus of the extended family. Their youth and well-rested faces entered the room like sunlight.
Two of them, Aanya and her younger brother Tiege, high school-aged, kind-eyed, dressed casually. But it wasn’t them who mattered.
It was the puppy.
Golden fur, ears too large for its face, wriggling with uncontainable energy. Carried in Tiege’s arms like something sacred…and chaotic. They introduced her quickly, half-laughing as she tried to climb out of his hoodie.
“This is Chloe,” Aanya said. “We just got her. Eight weeks old…here’s hoping she doesn’t pee of excitement...”
Roman blinked. “Chloe? Isn’t that a person's name?”
Meema stirred at the noise. Her eyes opened.
And then, a blessing.
Sharp. Present. Bright. Clarity.
She saw the puppy and smiled like it was a joke only she got. “My my, that's a strangle looking goat”
They all laughed.
“She looks like butter on legs,” Meema whispered.
Tiege stepped forward, carefully lowered Chloe to the bed. The puppy squirmed, then stilled. Drawn by something in Meema’s scent and warmth.
When Meema raised a hand, it didn’t tremble.
She placed it on the side of Chloe’s head, fingers sinking gently into the softest part of her fur.
“Oh,” she breathed. “Oh, Cucciola, you’re perfect.”
What followed was twenty minutes of unfiltered joy. Meema spoke in full sentences. She laughed, and it didn’t sound like it hurt.
She asked the puppy’s weight. Her name again. “Chloe? What a human name. Is she studying law, like you?”
Aanya laughed. “I’m not studying law yet…but our team did win the mooting competition last week!”
“That’s great amore,” Meema said smiling, and tenderly put a hand on Aanya’s cheek. 
That’s when Chloe made her move and tried to lick her face. Roman immediately moved to intervene but she started giggling like a child, and pushed the ball of fur back effortlessly.
Roger stood in the corner, hands in his pockets.
Roman couldn’t tell what it was, but if it was anything like what he was feeling, it was joy, but sharp around the edges. 
He saw his mother. All of her. Still here.
Chapter 77: An Ordinary Life – by Roman
There are moments that don't belong to grief. Not because it is gone, but because it decides for an inexplicable reason to step aside. Just for a second. Like clouds parting.
It is never expected. And it would not be the same if it was.
At that moment, Ewan’s grandmother was whole. No brain tumour. No walls. Just presence
Ewan stood back and didn’t speak. He couldn’t.
He was afraid the joy might break if he touched it.
There’s a kind of beauty that feels impossible when you’re in the depths. It feels like a betrayal to feel light.
But today reminded him that even the night lets the light in, sometimes. By way of the moon.
And the way it does it is not through grand gestures. The way it does it is natural. Through pre-ordained cosmic cycles.
He thought maybe that was the point. Not to win. Not to save. Not to fight time.
Just to witness the full moon one more time before the sun rises again.
Chapter 78
“Yea that’d be great, thank you…Ok…Yea. See you soon, bye”
“Who was that?” Roger asked.
“George. I called him a week ago and we talked about…well, everything. He said he was going to drop by sometime this week to see mom. Just wanted to give me a heads up.”
“That’s nice of him,” Roger said.
“Yea, they only met a few times, but him and mom always got on well. She liked that he would stand up to me.”
“Weird, she didn’t like it when I did it”, Roger snorted.
“That’s because you had no subtly…you know mom appreciates tact”
Noise in the hallway. Roman heard their voices before he saw them.
Maria’s low hum, George’s quieter, more reluctant cadence. They arrived in the early afternoon, carrying grocery bags and a much needed sense of ease.
Maria walked in like someone entering a friend's kitchen, in large part because she was. For as long as Meema had known George, the boy who got her son a job, she had known Maria. 
 She set down the bags without fanfare, gave Roman a soft smile, then turned to Meema.
“Hi, Mrs. Last Name,” she whispered, brushing a hand over Meema’s forehead. “We brought the tea you really like,” winking at her then shooting a mock scowl at Roman.	Comment by Kiran Malik: figure this out
George hovered by the door for a second, then stepped inside. He gave Roman a nod as he approached him, whispering in his ear.
“Hey fecker, you look like hell”
Roman smirked almost imperceptibly. “Glad we’re skipping the small talk.”
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Maria took over the kettle. She filled the teapot with loose leaves and hummed while it steeped. The room smelled warmer within minutes.
George sat beside Meema. Roman listened with a smile as she sung his praises. “Oh how handsome you are now”, and at his job, “Oh how successful.” 
Roman couldn’t help but laugh when she told him that he was looking “prosperous” while jabbing a finger at his belly.
“It’s all muscle,” he said sheepishly.
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When the tea was ready, Meema sipped hers eagerly. Roman noticed the difference right away. Maria clearly had a touch he didn’t.
She blinked, then smiled faintly at George. “You were the loud one. I remember.”
He laughed softly. “I’m still loud.”
Meema’s eyes moved to Maria. “You’re quieter. My Rome used to be quiet.”
Roman was looking down at his hands.
George smiled. “He still is. He just hides it better now.”
Roger stood in the corner during all of this for twenty minutes until he saw Meema starting to tire. Then he gestured to Roman with his head to get his friends out.
They said their goodbyes and stepped out into a small alcove outside the room. It wasn’t much, two chairs by a window that faced the parking lot, a fake plant leaning sideways. George left to top up the parking meter. Roman and Maria sat.
She handed him a paper cup.
“You haven’t been eating,” she said gently.
“I’m ok.”
“You’re thinner.”
Roman sipped the water. Maria didn’t push.
After a long moment, she said, “You know, I mentioned this to Elizabeth. About your mom.”
He looked over.
“It was nothing detailed…you know I wouldn’t without your permission…she said to tell you she’s thinking of you.”
That was it. Just a line.
He said nothing. But he didn’t look away.
[bookmark: _8in93cr42781]#
When George returned a few minutes later. Maria encouraged them to go for a walk and catch-up, whispering to George to buy Roman something to eat from the vending machines.
The hallway was cold. A bit too bright. Everything in hospice felt either too quiet or too exposed. But what did he know, he was used to the hospital.
George pressed the button for a KitKat. Roman thought about it, then didn’t bother.
“Do you ever get scared you’re doing it wrong?” Roman asked suddenly.
George looked at him. “What?”
“Any of it. Being there for someone. Being enough for them when they need you.”	Comment by Kiran Malik: foreshadows his overthinking for elizabeth. Fear that he is not enough
George’s brow furrowed, not in confusion, just concentration.
“Actually, yes. All the time. I always used to think ‘showing up’ would feel like something. Like certainty. But it doesn’t and never has. It’s just…effort. Sometimes, most times, exhausting. But rewarding, too, in its own way. Like a means and an end.”
He paused for a second.
“Maria and I? We’ve almost split a dozen times. Actually, we did, twice. But we kept showing up. Even when we hated each other a little. Or a lot.”
George took his KitKat from the machine, held it and used it as a speaking prop.
“You think love’s supposed to be grand gestures. Dramatic decisions. But it’s not. It’s brushing someone’s teeth when they can’t. Cleaning hair from the drain. Sitting beside someone you’ve seen at their worst and saying, I still want to see you tomorrow.”	Comment by Kiran Malik: call forward to winter night
Roman stared down the hallway.
“Did she ever forgive you?” he asked.
George smirked and took a bite of one of the wafers. “Which time?”
Roman laughed softly. “You know, my mom’s right, you’re getting fat.”
[bookmark: _rv8re3m6tst]#
After George and Maria left, and after his dad had fallen asleep in the corner chair, Roman sat by the window. The room was dark except for the lamp, its yellow warm bulb turned low. 
He reached into his bag and pulled out the book. The one he’d bought at BMV weeks ago. The one he still hadn’t cracked.
He had no reason to. He hadn’t even remembered the title. Something abstract, some collection of prose that Elizabeth pulled down from a shelf at random.
He opened it. Then closed it and paused.
He smiled and opened it again, but not at the beginning. Just somewhere.
“Some people arrive in our lives and don’t move in…they haunt. They echo. They rearrange the furniture and disappear, leaving you sitting on a couch that used to face another wall.”
He stared at the line.
He wasn’t sure what it meant
He flipped another page.
“When grief grows quiet, it doesn’t leave. It just folds itself into the shape of comfort and slips inside routine.”
He looked around the dark room.
Eventually, he turned to the inside cover.
A receipt, folded into the spine.
BMV. $5.99.
The date.
He ran his finger over it.
He remembered what she was wearing that day.
He closed the book roughly, but the cover caught, marking the page.
Maria was right, he couldn’t spend as many nights with his mom as he had been. It wasn’t good for either of them. He needed sleep to be his best for her.
Yet, here he was. Again. 
But, there was something different about tonight.  Meema’s face was slack, but peaceful, like a tide pulling back gently. He leaned forward, adjusted the blanket over her knees.
The hospice hallway hummed outside the door. A cart wheeled by. Footsteps. A gentle laugh from the nurse’s station. The world was doing it again. Moving. He might just let it.
Chapter 79
The last day of May started with birdsong. Just loud enough to slip through the cracked hospice window and rest on the edge of Roman’s sleep. Honestly, he found it terribly irritating.
Meema was already awake.
She was facing the window, hands folded neatly on her stomach, eyes open, alert. 
He sat up in the recliner, rubbing his face, when she turned and smiled. Really smiled. 
“Good morning, Rome,” she said, voice thin but clear.
His heart stuttered.
“You sleep the same way you did when you were a baby.”
Roman smirked. “Adorably?”
“Like a fat man with a deviated septum”
[bookmark: _r6hxwa4y9myl]#
He moved quickly, quietly - scared it would break the spell. He placed a call to his dad first, who he missed, then Roger. The message, simple: Get down here as fast as possible. 
Roger arrived in under twenty minutes. Meema had been taken to the bathroom by a nurse.
He didn’t knock, just pushed open the door and stood there, blinking like he hadn’t expected to be seen. He held a thermos in one hand, a breakfast sandwich in the other. His hair was uncombed. 
Roman nodded toward the empty chair.
Roger sat.
“She seems…” Roger started.
“She’s having a good day,” Roman said. 
Roger exhaled. “Thanks for calling.”
“Of course.”
After a few minutes, Roger pulled the sandwich from its foil and split it in half.
He handed one piece to Roman.
Roman took it.
They ate in silence, watching their mother walk unaided back from the washroom and begin popping cardamom pods into her tea. 
Roman stepped out to call his dad again. Roger was in tow.
“Roman, did she ever say if she regretted it?”
“What?”
“Moving here. Dad’s job. The whole reset.”
Roman thought for a second.
“Uh, no, she never did say. I think she loved all of it. Even the hard parts.”
Roman folded the wrapper from the sandwich in slow, clean creases.
“She made everything feel like it had a purpose, even when it didn’t.” Roger said. 
Then he paused, quickly glanced away, then back at Roman. He put a hand on his shoulder, “She’d be proud of you, you know. She is proud of you.”
Roman looked up, struck by the words.
 “Rog, I know she is proud of you too.”
[bookmark: _kb8izwxz4f2h]#
In the afternoon, Meema asked to sit in the chair by the window. Gulshan was there to help move her, but she found she didn’t need it.
Their dad stayed close, standing beside her with one hand resting lightly on her shoulder.
“You remember this chair?” he asked.
She looked up at him, amused. “It’s hospice, Gulshan. It’s not ours.”
He smiled, shook his head. “No, not this one.”
He sat down slowly beside her, the leather creaking.
“I meant the honeybee one. From our first place. The one we bought on sale because we couldn’t afford the matching ottoman.”
Her eyes softened.
“You called it the honeymoon chair,” she said.
“You hated how it looked.”
“You loved how I looked in it.”
They laughed in a way that was worn-in. Shared, like the couch.
Roger stepped out to give them space. As hard as Roman tried he just…couldn’t.
[bookmark: _uxw15qodg3bw]#
“You used to fall asleep in that chair every Sunday,” Gulshan said. “Before the evening news, would drool on my shirt all time and claim it was condensation. From what? I couldn’t even guess”
Meema swatted at him lightly. “Lies. Lies. You tell lies.”
Roman smiled, watching them. His dad half-turned and added, 
“Your mom used to talk in her sleep, y’know…and it was strange, it really only started after Rog was born. Once she said, ‘Gulshan, if you don’t clean that pan, I will drown you in dishwater.’”
“My sweet, that was not a dream,” Meema muttered, face serious as ever. The three of them laughed.
The room was golden by then, the afternoon light spilling across the bed, catching in Meema’s hair. Roman could see it was thin, brittle.
“I love when you smile,” she said suddenly. It caught Roman off guard how much pain there was in her words.
Roman looked at her.
She wasn’t talking to Gulshan.
She reached for his hand, warm and feather-light.
“Tesoro, you used to do it more.”
He didn’t know what to say, so he smiled.
She put a hand on his face and he held it there, catching the tears slipping from his eyes.
Roger came back and the four of them sat together until she fell asleep.
Roman watched the light climb up the wall until it reached the ceiling. Today, it wasn’t red. Just gold.
Chapter 80: An Ordinary Life – by Roman
Today, she told me I smile less than I used to.
I suppose she was right.
I spent a long time thinking about why. About who. About what closure means.
People talk about it like it’s an event. A door. A line.
But sometimes, it’s just a single hour.
It’s the knowing that tears at me. That nothing will stop. That I’ll carry moments like these forever. That tomorrow, things may not be the same. 
Today, the light came in. I stood in it, even knowing it wouldn’t stay.
Chapter 81
She didn’t want to eat. Not a protest, not a complaint. Just a quiet shake of the head. A hand raised weakly. 
Roman offered. She blinked. 
Roger ranted for an hour about her not finishing toast. 
Less...of everything.
By the third day, she was sleeping eighteen hours. Maybe more.
The nurses marked the chart:
· Limited intake
· Intermittent awareness
· Non-verbal, but reactive to touch
Roman hated the way those words made her sound like a lab result. He did not need them to see what was happening right in front of him. 
He didn’t go home anymore. He kept meaning to. Just for a change of clothes, a proper shower, something other than the food from the deli.
There was no distinct markers. That is what made things…harder. Just days where she spoke fewer words. Then a day when she didn’t open her eyes at all, but still nodded faintly when the nurse touched her wrist.
He had gone to the bathroom four times to sit on the toilet cover, head pressed against the stall door.
His dad didn’t leave either and took to sleeping in the recliner.
He didn’t speak much now. Just hovered. 
At one point, Roman found him folding Meema’s cardigan with exaggerated care and placing it gently in a drawer they weren’t using. He hadn’t seen the man fold a single article of clothing in his entire life.	Comment by Kiran Malik: Cardigan call forward
“I…don’t want it to smell like this place,” he said quietly.
Roman didn’t say anything. But later that night, he slipped it into a Ziploc bag and sealed it. 
Chapter 82
The ceiling, two nights later.
It was subtle. Just a flush of light bending upward at dusk, tinting the air like something under tension. Roman stared at it until it blurred. He blinked. Blinked again.
[bookmark: _fm44i1kqvyuz]#
When all logistics were handled, Roman saw Roger getting more frustrated. He didn’t know what to do when he was there and so came less often.
He still checked in. But his presence had become something felt more than seen. That was ok. When he did come, he stayed by the door. Offered things that were not particularly needed. He was trying.
“I can bring food,” he said once. “Or, I don’t know. A blanket or something.”
Roman had just nodded, not unkindly.
Another time, he brought flowers. He set them down on the table. “She always liked daffodils,” he offered.
“They’re beautiful Rog, she’d love them…but those are tulips,” Roman said, gently.
“Shit.”
He left soon after, and Roman didn’t hear from him again for two days.
Roman didn’t blame him. Roger was there for everything that mattered.
Chapter 83: An Ordinary Life – by Roman
Ewan sat. Trying to get comfortable in his seat while the orchestra played.
There was no catharsis. No singular moment. No swell of music. No last line.
It just got quieter and quieter. More and more fragmented.
He was waiting for it to end, but couldn’t imagine leaving his seat. 
Why am I in a rush? What exactly do I think I’m going home to?
Finally, the conductor bowed. It was over.
He kept waiting for it to feel real.
For a switch to flip.
For the weight to hit.
But sometimes the ending doesn’t come all at once like that. It doesn’t just arrive.
It accumulates.
It grows in the corners. Beneath your fingernails. Behind your eyes. It settles in your posture, in the way your voice breaks on certain syllables.
It becomes the shape of silence.
[bookmark: _klchosrzw0dq]#
Roman kept holding her hand long after she stopped holding his back. Not because he didn’t know. But because he did.
Chapter 84: An Ordinary life by Roman
“It didn’t feel like anything at first. Just a sound that stopped.”
[bookmark: _31aprnp15chh]#
Roman signed the forms with a pen someone else handed him. 
He nodded when the hospice nurse offered to call the funeral home. He said thank you to the woman who stripped the bed. He answered the phone when Roger called but didn’t speak for thirty seconds. He let Roger fill the silence with logistics. 
His dad packed three bags.
The room looked naked without her in it. Just an imprint on the pillow. A stray strand of hair. 
[bookmark: _u3vabm963qvn]#
Roman, Roger and their father were sitting in the hospice ‘cafeteria’.  A vending machine, two high-top tables, and a coffee machine that made everything taste vaguely like cinnamon and cardboard.
No one had spoken in twenty minutes.
His dad sat across from him, stirring a SugarTwin packet into a styrofoam cup. His eyes were dry, but his mouth hung in a small downward turn.
“I used to think I was going to die before her,” he said suddenly.
Roman looked up.
 “I mean, I really thought that. For years. Just assumed I’d be first. I almost was, a few times…”
He took a sip of the coffee, made a face, kept drinking.
“Your mother… she was stubborn. She walked fifteen miles a day. You remember that? Scarborough Bluffs to the corner store and back.”
“I remember,” Roman said.
“She was still doing it when I’d pretend to be asleep so I wouldn’t have to walk with her.”
Roman breathed out softly.
Gulshan looked down into his cup.
“One time, maybe twenty years ago… we were in a mall. I’d been dragging my feet, saying I was tired. And she stopped in front of this shoe store and just started…dancing.”
Roman blinked.
“She had these loafers on. Nothing special. But I couldn’t take my eyes off of her. The way she moved,  like she was on stage. People were looking! She didn’t care. It was like her legs remembered something. Then, she finished, turned to me, and said, ‘See? That’s what feet are for.’”
Roman swallowed a lump in his throat.
His dad’s voice was quieter now.
“I think that’s when I realized she was the whole point. Not just of the walk. Of everything.”
[bookmark: _ez5s46qokiw9]#
Roman returned to the room alone. The door clicked shut behind him. The bed had already been stripped. 
The lamp still glowed amber from earlier. He didn’t turn it off.
Her robe hung on the back of the door. He stared at it for a long time. It was pale blue, cotton, with a fraying collar and one missing belt loop. He could see the spot near the hem where she’d spilled tomato sauce last spring. 
He reached for it, then stopped. There was something about touching her things now. Not because it felt sacred, but because it didn’t.
It felt functional.
Fold. Pack. Label. Donate. Discard. 
He picked up the robe anyway, held it close. It smelled like her. 
For a moment he stood there, arms full of fabric, and let his face fold forward into the softness. His body shook softly.
Chapter 85: An Ordinary Life by Roman
The world didn’t end. But it should have.
The concert ended and Ewan went home to fold laundry.
He packed and labelled.
It all felt too ordinary.
Ewan took off his cardigan and folded it alongside the clean clothes. He wouldn’t wash it, but would close the drawer.
[bookmark: _7tcyl25hzz5]Chapter 86: Re-Integration (mid-June)
Roman pushed the door to his apartment open and paused in the entryway. He had a chilling feeling, like he was a stranger in someone else’s life. 
The coat rack still held his peacoat that he’d meant to get cleaned. A half-drank beer sat on his coffee table. A mouldy can of pasta sauce open on the counter. 
He stepped in and dropped his duffel.
The plant had somehow survived. Mostly. It had browned at the edges and stretched long and sideways, as if in search of something.
He turned the faucet on. Let it run. Touched the stream like it might be hot, even though he knew it wasn’t. Everything still worked. It was the same.
The thought made him nauseous – oddly that sensation reminded him that he needed to eat.
He found the mickey mouse spoon rest while emptying the dish rack.
It was tucked behind a mixing bowl he didn’t remember washing. It was chipped on the edge. Meema had bought it when the boys became obsessed with going to Disney World, a trip that was not in the funds. It looked like Mickey’s gloved hand, the palm being where you’d place the bowl of a spoon, lying the neck and handle along the forearm. She used it whenever she made sauce to keep it from staining the counter. When he moved out, she insisted he take it. 
“It’s ugly enough to be special,” she’d said. “And it won’t take up much room. Like me.”
At the time, he rolled his eyes and shoved it into a drawer. But when she visited, she always noticed when it wasn’t on the counter, so he kept it out.
He held it now between both hands, thumb smoothing the ceramic. Then put it down firmly beside the stove.
The fridge buzzed in that uneven way it always had.
Inside: A couple cans of Miller Lite, expired hummus, a bag of zucchinis that had liquefied.
He tossed them then sat on the couch. No TV. No music. Only the flash of his answering machine.
He noticed it when he walked in, but he wasn’t equipped at the time. He still wasn’t but he slapped his hand down on the machine anyway, finding the button with his index finger.
A message from Paul.
“Had lunch with George…he filled me in. Thinking of you. Around if you need anything.”
[bookmark: _1v87slqlqgtk]#
Roman felt stifled in his building. He went for a walk. Didn’t plan it. Just ended up outside. Walking for what felt like forever.
He passed by Lakeview Diner. The blue awning, the same grease-slicked windows. A girl in a beanie was reading at the counter behind the row of decorative, vintage coffee makers.
Michelle had ordered breakfast for him here once. Some vegetarian dish. It was good.
He didn’t stop. Didn’t look in.
But a part of him did feel like looking for her. For himself too, maybe. That would have been a version of himself who thought grief was a line one crossed, not something carried.
Chapter 87 (Mid-late June ‘90)
Back in his apartment, Roman showered with two of the bathroom lights burnt out.
He didn’t mind. It dulled the white tile. It also softened his reflection.
A towel slung low on his hips…he didn’t recognize his own posture. Slumped. He looked hollow. Like someone had pressed pause mid-movement and he’d never quite resumed. He had been keeping a beard since the funeral. He didn’t know why. He didn’t look particularly good with facial hair. Not that it mattered. Maybe he just wanted something to remain untouched. 
He sprayed foam into his palm and smeared it across his face with too much pressure, like it might scrub something deeper. The razor dragged unevenly. He didn’t care. It felt good, something coming off.
He pulled on a pair of old Root’s sweatpants and a hoodie that had lived more on his chair than in his closet. 
He moved into the living room. The voicemail light again. He hovered. Then hit play.
“Hey… Roman. It’s Maria.”
The sound of her voice was warmer than he expected. Like light on a wood floor. There was a pause. Her tone dropped slightly.
“No rush to call me back. Just wanted you to know we’re thinking of you. George made lasagna and added too much basil to the sauce. He says it was on purpose. It wasn’t.”
Roman smiled without realizing it. 
“Anyway. We’re here. You know that.”
More rustling. Two voices in the background. One clearly George’s, the other a woman’s. High, airy. Distant.
Then, “Take care, okay?”
Click.
He noticed his jacket, still on the table from months ago. It was time to finally put it away. He stuffed a wooden hanger into the sleeves and roughly slung it onto the rack inside the closet, jostling his other jackets.
A soft fabric fell out of one of them. A green scarf, neatly folded into the sleeve, cascaded down to the floor. 
When he picked it up he touched it lightly. 
Just give it back next time.
[bookmark: _fkwoabsovyz7]#
The next morning, he woke up with a strange sensation.
Stillness. No hospital. No meeting. No task. No one to call. 
He sat at the edge of the bed.
Eventually, he got dressed without intention. Shorts. Brewer’s retail shirt. Converse. The elevator made its usual clunk as it stopped on his floor.
He didn’t plan on going anywhere in particular, but his body remembered.
The bookstore.
Chapter 87
Early afternoon, it had rained. Damp sidewalks and exhaust that hung in the air.
When he pushed through the bookstore door, the bell overhead gave its little jingle. Inside, it was quiet. A woman in overalls examined gardening books near the entrance. Soft classical music played through ceiling speakers.
He walked the aisles with no urgency. His hands were in his shorts pockets, his eyes skimming spines. He wasn’t looking for anything.
He ended up in the back corner, near the fiction table, where the clearance racks were.
And there it was.
Same book. Well, not the exact same, but a copy. He picked it up.
He opened it. The sentence was in the same place as it was in the one sitting on his bookshelf at home. Of course it was.
“Some people don’t move in - they haunt. They echo.”
He stared at it.
Then turned the page.
Another line he hadn’t remembered jumped out. Maybe one he hadn’t read yet?
“The people who leave gently are the hardest to stop looking for.”
He flipped forward a few pages. Nothing new stood out. Nothing had changed. 
He placed the book back carefully, like it could bruise.
He didn’t buy anything.
Chapter 88: George’s Apartment-Warming (July ‘90)
A week later Roman called Paul back. An invite had come to George and Maria’s apartment-warming party, and he had a plus one. They agreed it made sense to make plans to meet before.
When the two of them got to George’s, Roman showed up loud.
He and Paul had split two pitchers at the pub across from the station, one of those warm, stained-wood places where the light always looked amber, no matter the hour. Conversation spilled quickly from updates into old stories. Roman laughed more than he expected. Every time he did, he felt a soft pang of guilt.
Passing through the vestibule, Roman was teetering on the edge of comfortably drunk. That fine line between loose and blurry. He noticed just before rapping on the door and engulfing George in a bear hug, that the hallway outside the apartment was half-colonized: someone’s coat slung across the fire extinguisher box, a discarded wine bottle leaning against the baseboard, two girls sharing a cigarette while complaining about something and not facing one another.
Now, in the thick of it, there was the press of people, the low throb of the bass, the mix of perfume, body heat, and spilled cocktails. Shoes were abandoned near the door in an early-party attempt at tidiness, but further in, everyone was wearing theirs again. Solo cups crinkled. A girl he vaguely recognized from Ottawa shouted something over the music and waved.
The place had the warm chaos of a party already past the tipping point. People mid-conversation, laughter that carried from one room into another, someone throwing up in a bathroom someone else was knocking on.
Paul disappeared almost instantly, pulled into a conversation by a guy in a vintage Raptors jersey. Roman drifted toward the kitchen, grabbed a beer from a cooler wedged between two stools and faced the party.
[bookmark: _6mo2s2yoxd5b]Chapter 88: Elizabeth at George’s party
Elizabeth was standing on the other side of the kitchen island, surrounded by a semicircle of girls. They weren’t loud, but they had a kind of collective energy, the way they were attending and playing off one another. She was angled just slightly out of the circle, laughing at something someone else had said, her fingers wrapped loosely around the stem of a wine glass.
Her hair was pulled half-back, clean but not polished. She wore a brown sweater tucked lightly into dark jeans, the sleeves pushed up to her elbows. Minimal jewelry, as always, just a small chain and a ring she always fidgeted with. The sweater looked soft.
There was no flicker of surprise. No sudden freeze. If she noticed him, she didn’t show it. She kept talking, nodding. 
Roman took a sip from his beer and nodded along to something the girl beside him was saying about bar-hopping on College Street. He smiled, but wasn’t listening, still aware that she had touched his arm several times.
His eyes flicked back once. Just a glance.
She was looking down at her glass.
It wasn’t until later, maybe an hour, maybe more. Somewhere around his third beer, (ninth overall for the night), that they ended up near each other without anyone in between.
He was leaning against the edge of the kitchen counter, his hand bracing the lip of the sink. Elizabeth was making her way to the fridge. They made eye contact before either could pretend not to.
She smiled, but it was small and careful.
“Hi,” she said.
"Hey.”
They both hesitated.
“I didn’t know if you would be coming,” she said.
Roman shrugged. “Yeah. I, uh, wouldn’t miss it.” He searched the room for George, albeit unsuccessfully.
“Yeah, no, of course,” she said, nodding. “It’s good to see you.”
“You too,” he said, a little too fast. Then he cleared his throat. “You been ok?”
She gave a half-smile, one that could mean anything. "Me? Yeah, yeah, I’ve been well. You?"
He paused, considered lying, then didn’t bother. “Getting there.”
Another short silence. 
A girl from her group called her name across the room.
Elizabeth tilted her head toward the noise. “I should…”
Roman nodded and stepped back to give her room. “Yea of course, I’ll, uh…I’ll catch up with you later.”
She lingered half a second longer than she needed to. Then smiled, small, almost apologetic, but real this time.
He watched her slip back into the crowd.
People shimmied around. Someone dropped a cup. Someone else cheered for a flip cup win on the balcony. A couple were laughing after hearing Paul’s impression of Marvin the Martian trying to get out of a DUI.
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The rest of the night passed in waves. Pockets of conversation. Not of it important. Not now.
At one point he ended up in a circle with Colin, Paul, and someone named Omar. The new guy was trying to decide whether Robart’s library was ugly or a “modern take on brutalist architecture”. He wouldn’t stop talking about how it would be so much nicer if surrounded by “mature trees”.
It was background noise.
Elizabeth was across the room.
He could see her. 
When he wasn’t speaking, he found his gaze drifting back to her. Just for a second. Just long enough to wonder if she was doing the same.
He wouldn’t know that she was. But never when he noticed.
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The next morning, Roman thought about what Maria had said before he left, pulling him into an alcove for privacy.
“So glad you came! Honestly, didn’t seem awkward between you two at all.”
Then she paused. A beat too long.
“But, I don’t know…not exactly fine either.”
She hadn’t elaborated. Just ran to someone calling her name to take a shot.
He had given her a hug, congratulated her on the new apartment and told her to tell George that he was still on for Tuesday.
Now, in his apartment he just stood there.
Not exactly fine either.
[bookmark: _w5118ruxd6gc]Chapter 88: The Next Day
Maria had a Sunday routine of laundry, cleaning, and grocery shopping. But first, brunch with the girls to debrief Saturday night: Renee, Hannah, and Eilidh when she could get off work.
Elizabeth rarely attended, considering she hardly was out the night before. This time, she had no excuse. 
Maria leaned in close, her sunglasses slipping down her nose.
“I’m ninety percent sure that I am still drunk,” she whispered, grinning conspiratorially.
Elizabeth laughed softly, pressing her hand over her mouth. "Yea, you're probably right."
The server came by with their fruit salad and French toast. Maria was busy refilling her flute then clinked her glass lightly against Elizabeth's.
Elizabeth smiled.
The table was noisy, easy, and warm. The girls swapped stories, half-remembered jokes, dramatic retellings of what guys hit on which girls. Elizabeth let herself be pulled along, sipping slowly, laughing when they did.
Every so often, her mind slipped sideways.
The way he leaned back against the kitchen counter, drink loose in his hand. The way he smiled, too small to reach the corners of his mouth. The way he had looked at her…
Maria wanted her. Elizabeth told herself it would be awkward…
How could it not? 
But it wasn’t…and somehow, that was worse.
She berated herself all night for asking how he was doing. She knew. It felt wrong that she was relegated to that type of question with him. Especially with what had just happened.
Maria brought her back to the moment.
“I saw you two talking by the way, last night I mean. You seemed totally fine.”
Elizabeth nodded and took a sip of her mimosa.
Totally fine.
She swallowed followed by some light clinks. She was tapping the edge of her glass with her fingernail. 
Chapter 89: Out of Balance (Roman - Aug ‘90)
The weeks slipped by in a way Roman couldn’t quite track. Something in the scaffolding had shifted. 
He did more of the things that he knew how to do. Things that he knew would help. Or at least wouldn’t hurt. 
He stayed late at the office doing busywork. Reformatting internal proposals, tinkering with language he knew no one would read. He went to the grocery store on Wednesday nights, when the aisles were half-empty, buying too much. Eating, but not enough.
His apartment became a monument to fixation.
He wiped down the counters even when they were already clean. Replaced a burned-out bulb in the hallway fixture that had been dead for months. Organized his bookshelf by author, then by color, then back to author.
The Mickey Mouse spoon rest stayed out on the counter. He didn’t use it.
The nights were different. He stopped watching new movies.
Instead, he rotated between the same two VHS tapes he owned, a sci-fi cult classic and one set in ancient Rome. The endings never changed. That was the point.
He also didn’t drink much. A beer or two, every now and then. He had the habit of nursing them without urgency. Warm and flat before he could finish. 
“You seem a bit…I don’t know…do you need anything?” 
Colin’s words last time they went for a drink. Roman snorted.
[bookmark: _9fq10ywz3pnu]#
He thought about calling her. Not often. But enough.
The thought would come in sudden flashes. Standing in the kitchen pouring orange juice, riding the escalator at Union Station, pairing up socks fresh from the dryer.
Always the same impulse: Just call. Say something. Anything.
What would I even say? That I was thinking about her? That seeing her across the kitchen island had…
No, that wasn’t how these things worked. Not anymore.
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Another week passed. He sat on the floor of his apartment one evening, sorting through old mail.
Bills. Catalogues. A letter from Bell about a promotional offer. He dropped them into piles he would never revisit.
The window was cracked slightly open, letting in a slice of hot city air. Somewhere downstairs, someone was playing music too loudly, the bassline thudding up through the pipes.
Roman leaned back against the base of the couch and looked at the ceiling.
His eyes just wouldn’t focus anymore.
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That weekend Roman woke late, the gray light through the bedroom window was heavy, the day halfway spent. Like most of the days this week, he hadn’t bothered to close the blinds at night. 
He didn’t have plans nor did he want them. Not really.
He toasted a bagel then stared at the fridge like something inside it might offer something. 
By noon, he’d run out of excuses to stay inside. 
[bookmark: _3ohp3x1yc28l]#
He ended up walking down Queen Street West, crowded with the usual weekend traffic: couples with tote bags hogging the entire width of the sidewalk, dogs walking their owners, teenagers trailing cigarette smoke behind them like banners. He didn’t go into any shops. Didn’t even slow down as he cut through all the background noise.
Every so often, he’d catch a glimpse in a store window. Himself, reflected back.
Head down, sunglasses on, hands in pockets.
#
He turned into a record store. The air inside was stale and dry despite the shop door being propped open. It was a narrow store with two aisles. Overweight men in both of them blocking the way like permanent fixtures. 
He, himself, had no sense of urgency but he wanted them to have one. He wanted to make them move.
Brushing his fingers lightly over the covers of the records he wouldn’t buy, he walked down the leftmost aisle, stopping a foot short of the large man who was stooped over to read the back of a Bowie record. 
“Excuse me.” Roman barked.
“Oops, sorry buddy” he said flustered, “But, ooo, haha, not sure where I am supposed to go! It’s pretty tight in here…”
“You’re supposed…to move out of the way” he bit. 
The man, understanding Roman’s words as a threat, turned to face him. He was easily fifty pounds heavier than Roman and a half a head taller. Roman’s heart rate quickened, and he felt a surge of electricity run through his body. His eyesight was blurring more with each beat. The other patron and the store owner half-turned to watch.
 “Ok, haha, take it easy buddy, there’s no space for me to go,” he said, hands up, backing away.
“I said, move!” Roman yelled, then in one smooth motion, stepped forward and headbutted the man in the face. His nose collapsed with a sickening crunch. Blood flowed freely. 
A ringing and tightening in Roman’s head. It was a welcome sensation - one that he tapped into briefly before wrapping his hands around the back of the man’s head and pulling it as hard as he could into his upwardly driving knee. 
The contact was strong. It sent a violent shock through his entire leg and left the man unconscious, on his back with a pool of blood forming around his head. It was also splattered on Roman’s shirt.
He stood over the man, breathing wildly.
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“Hey look if you want to get by so badly, I’ll duck under the table here!” The man said cheerily as he stooped under.
Roman blinked rapidly. 
“Sorry, what?”
The man didn’t answer, just walked quickly out the door.
“Hey, you all right, man?” the store owner asked. “You just stood there for like thirty seconds.”
Roman looked rapidly to each side then down at shirt. 
No blood…
He looked at the store owner and began digging into the man’s eyes with his. He saw…
What was it? Fear? Reticence?
Roman’s face went cold before letting it soften.
“Uh yea, I’m sorr—” he stuttered. “Sorry, I’m not myself. Sorry. Sorry.”
Then left.
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That night, he cooked pasta badly and ate it on the couch.
His living room felt like it was stretched too thin. He was compulsively checking his hands and shirt. Still no blood.
He sat with himself. Didn’t call Paul. Didn’t go out. Didn’t write anything down.
When he went to bed, the pillow smelled faintly of detergent and nothing else. Lying there in the dark, one arm flung across his forehead, Roman tried not to think about what happened in the record store. And tried even harder not to face the fact that it wasn’t just grief that had him so badly hollowed out.
Chapter 90: Elizabeth out of balance (Late Aug ‘90)
Elizabeth started waking up earlier. 5 AM instead of 6:10 AM sharp. At first, she tried to fight it to recover that extra seventy minutes of sleep, but no position was comfortable and the room felt oddly warm. Only after a week of it, did she allow it to become a kind of routine. One where she would get up, boil water for tea, clean the already-clean kitchen counters, read half a page of a book, then get ready for work.
The busier she made her life, the less space there was to think about things she couldn’t fix. She picked up extra shifts, covered lunches, took overtime. Her coworkers called her a machine and her supervisor asked jokingly if she was gunning for management.
She smiled along, shook her head. It was just easier to stay moving. 
But still, sometimes, when she sat too long, when the TV went quiet, when she passed a man on the street wearing a coat that was just almost familiar, the thought would come back. 
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It was midweek, a cold front had made the end of August weather much more bearable. It seemed perfect for a walk after work. One with no destination.
She walked east along Dundas to University, then south to Richmond, then west to Ossington, looping past the same storefronts she had on all of her walks. As per usual, she bought nothing. Said nothing. 
It was 7 PM and the city felt too bright, like everything around her was trying too hard to be normal. Couples eating noodles behind glass windows. Store signs flickering with perfect indifference. Someone laughed too loudly behind her, and she flinched.
She got off of Ossington and turned onto a quieter street.
It was 9 PM when she reached her building.
Inside, she dropped her satchel bag on the floor and stood in the dark kitchen without turning on the light. She could hear the fridge buzzing. The soft tick of a pipe in the wall. Her radiator groaning.
She pressed play on her answering machine. It clicked, whirred. No new messages. She hadn’t been expecting one. 
But still.
She picked up a book from the table then immediately set it back down.
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The next morning, she sat in front of her mirror, brushing her hair slowly, but roughly.
Watching herself.
She looked fine. Totally fine.
Still, there was a swelling feeling. 
Chapter 91 (Early September ‘90)
The fridge wasn’t empty exactly, but everything in it was a bit depressing. A wrinkled pepper. Wilted spinach. Half a block of cheese. Roman stood in the doorway with the light spilling over his bare feet, trying to convince himself to cook something from what was there. He failed.
Outside, the sky was the color of wet concrete. He hadn’t bothered shaving at all that week. Just pulled a hat low over his forehead and walked the five blocks to the Loblaws, his shoulders slightly hunched as if bracing for something.
The store was busier than usual. Late afternoon on a Sunday. People blocked whole aisles with their carts, oblivious. Kids with their parents, rushing to get chips, salsa, and milk. An elderly man in a suit staring at the olive bar.
Roman walked slowly, letting the familiar path draw itself for him. Produce, organic foods, juice, chips, spreads, condiments, dairy, then frozen.
He picked up a lemon and put it back. Chose a can of cream of mushroom soup and then changed his mind. 
Tired eyes following his legs, he turned down the bread aisle and felt an immediate shift. Something registering and demanding his attention.
Wait, is that-
Not in the aisle with him, but at the front of the store, just past the registers, pushing the door open with her shoulder. A brown paper bag in one arm and a baguette tucked under the other. Her hair was loosely tied back, the coat looked familiar but he couldn’t be sure.
He picked up his pace, past the flour-dusted rolls and croissants to see if he could catch the girl from another angle. To see if it was true.
When he got to the end of the aisle whoever it was, was gone. The doors slid shut behind the person trailing with a dull hydraulic sigh.
He didn’t move.
Roman’s hands were still in his pockets, one shoulder angled slightly toward the closest shelf like he’d been about to reach for something, but forgot what. He hadn’t seen the girl’s face fully, just the angle of her jaw, the curve of her neck above the collar. 
It was her. Undeniably her.
It had to be her.
Right?
For a moment, the store didn’t feel real. Everything seemed both too vivid and too far away. The white hum of the lights. The synthetic smell of prepackaged bread. The tiny squeal of a cart wheel turning somewhere behind him.
The world had narrowed itself around a single exit. He was too late.
If it was her, would she have stopped?
He abandoned his cart. Didn’t even glance inside to see what he’d already picked up. He left the store with his hands still in his pockets, walking quickly, like he might see the girl on the street again.
At the corner, he paused. His ears were ringing. He closed his eyes for a second longer than necessary and exhaled hard through his nose.
He hadn’t said a word. Hadn’t touched her. Hadn’t even seen her eyes.
Chapter 92: Pennies (Mid- Sept ‘90
Roman had forgotten about their plans until Colin had called to cancel on their group. It was a Tuesday and was the kind of day that made Roman dread being stuck in his office building counting down the hours until he was free, like a schoolboy before recess.
The sun tricked everyone into bare arms but there was still a bit of a chill in the shadows. Though, it served its purpose, enticing Torontonians of a certain age to patios. 
Roman arrived first.
The place was just far enough west that it felt slightly off the main drag. It was painted yellow and red like it had been through three different owners with no new signage. There was a sandwich board promising half-price wings and a cartoon chicken who looked strangely manic. 
Relatable.
He chose a seat near the edge of the patio, close to the sidewalk.
George showed up next, already on the phone with someone from his work.
“Yeah, yeah, we’re on the patio. Yellow chairs, can’t miss it,” he said, grinning, before clasping a heavy hand onto Roman’s shoulder and shaking him semi-violently. The menu fluttered in his hands as his whole body shook.
“Did you order?” he asked, already scanning for beer specials.
“Not yet,” Roman said. “I wasn’t sure what kind of place this was.”
“Oh it’s crep,” George said. “But the drinks are cheap.”
[bookmark: _osrc61ijk4tq]#
Two of George’s coworkers arrived within ten minutes: one named Quinn who was finishing a story about breaking up with a musician, and another named Robert whose only interesting character trait was that he was British. 
They ordered quickly. A pitcher of beer. Double vodka sodas. Someone mentioned picklebacks.
Roman didn’t contribute much at first. He had no shared history with these people, and didn’t feel like trying. Quinn made a joke about the waitress and Robert laughed harder than he should have. Roman noticed bits of food stuck between his teeth.
“You alright there?” George asked under his breath, leaning in.
“Yeah,” Roman said. “Just happy to be done for the day.”
“You’re drinking like you’re off tomorrow.”
“Hey…mentally I am,” Roman said with a cheeky grin.
[bookmark: _pgkzyqrpdl9y]#
The sun slipped behind the streetlights and the patio lights came on. They were strung haphazardly over the edge of the canopy, flickering occasionally.
The cadence was maintained. The second pitcher disappeared. The picklebacks came right on queue. The popcorn on the table had gone cold but Roman kept eating it absentmindedly between sips. The saltiness made it addicting.
At one point, Quinn and Robert were debating whether vodka sodas were “a personality”. Roman tuned them out. He looked across the table at George, who was staring across the patio, grinning at something.
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The table had ordered fries and Robert put mayo all over them without asking. It was surprisingly good and no one complained. Roman was picking at them, elbow on the table, when George turned to him again.
“What’s up,” he said, no pressure. Just noticing his silence.
Roman shrugged. “Just thinking.”
George nodded slowly, chewing. 
Roman took a sip of water this time.
“I think I’m just tired,” he said finally.
They stayed sharing the quiet as the rest of the table roared at something Robert said on a date where he had shared his plan for solving the homeless problem. Roman barely caught any of it, but heard the words, “bus”, “Algonquin Park”, “reality TV show”.
Later, when the server brought the bill split four ways, Roman tipped too much. Not out of generosity. Just so he could round up.
They stepped out onto the street around 10 PM. Roman walked for a while in the wrong direction before realizing it, and decided not to turn back.
He didn’t feel drunk. He just felt… fuzzy. 
He stood at a crosswalk and waited for the light to change, even though no cars were coming.
Chapter 93 (Late Sept ‘90)
It was George who set them up. Well, sort of. George, through Maria.
They hadn’t called it a setup, exactly. Just said that they had a friend from work who was new to the city, liked books, had a dry sense of humor, and didn’t talk about astrology or veganism more than twice in a night. Roman took her number. Maria said it was up to him to set it up and that she would be expecting his call.
George said her name was Claire and Roman called after Pennie’s, consciously fighting any verbal slurring.
They met at a small wine bar close to the Annex, Martine’s. Brick walls. Long bar. A shelf of vintage wines and a second floor. The kind of place with waiters who looked like they wrote poetry on napkins between shifts.
Roman arrived ten minutes early. Not because he was eager, but because he was ready ahead of time and saw no point waiting around in his apartment.
Claire was already there.
She half-smiled when she saw him. Small, polite, standing just enough to make him feel welcomed. She was wearing black jeans, a rust-colored sweater, and wire-rimmed glasses that suited her face so perfectly they had to have been chosen on purpose.
“Roman?” she said.
“Yes, you must be Claire,” he replied, shaking her hand gently before sliding into the seat across from her.
The menu was small. Wines by the glass. Some local craft beer.
They both ordered a red. She asked for the Pinot. He said that sounded good and ordered two six-ounce glasses.
[bookmark: _xv69dxeo0sxq]#
She was smart.
Not the self-conscious kind of smart that needed validation, but the kind that made him feel like she’d probably led group projects at school without being annoying about it.
She was an engineer, schooled at McMaster in Hamilton, about an hour and a half outside Toronto. Some kids from Roman’s high school went there. She didn’t know them.
She specialized in mechanical and landed a job with Ontario Power Generation right out of school. They talked about the efficiency calculations she was responsible for and how they vary inexplicably from week to week. She said it was “the slowest possible way to go crazy.” 
She’d lived in Montreal for five years for some of elementary school and high school. She said she missed the bread. He had no strong counterpoint, only that he liked cities where people seemed mildly annoyed most of the time. She laughed at that, while dipping the corner of the sourdough in the honey whipped butter. 
The wine was fine. The conversation was good. No awkwardness, no reaching.
Still...
Roman couldn’t stop noticing the way the table wobbled when he leaned his arm on it. Or how the couple two seats down kept clinking glasses too often. Or how Claire had this way of smiling after she spoke, like she wasn’t sure if what she’d said had landed.
Halfway through his second glass, he realized he couldn’t remember the last thing she’d said. Not because it wasn’t interesting. Just because his brain had turned inward, pulled the shutters closed for a moment.
He forced himself back.
“Sorry, what was that?” he asked, leaning in.
She smiled, this time knowingly. “It’s okay. You kind of disappeared there.”
He blinked. “Yeah. Sorry. I’m…it’s been a weird couple of weeks.”
She nodded. “Maria mentioned. I’m sorry about your mom.”
He swallowed and they let the silence settle there for a moment.
“Oh she did. Thanks,” he said.
[bookmark: _g3a39rp8utgu]#
When they left the restaurant, the night had turned cold. He offered to walk her to the streetcar. At the corner, she hesitated like maybe she was waiting. Roman smiled.
“This was nice,” he said.
She nodded. “It was.”
And he kissed her. And they went their separate ways.
No promises. No drama. Roman walked home alone. Hands in his pockets. 
Chapter 94
For brunch, Maria picked one of those semi-industrial cafés with white brick walls and matte black light fixtures. The cocktail menu had things like “smoked pineapple” and “chili infused maple syrup”.
Elizabeth needed to get into a different version of how her weekends were going so embraced the invite this time. Hannah and Renee were chatting and  Maria was seated by the window, sunglasses perched on top of her head, mimosa in hand.
“You look good,” Elizabeth said as she sat down.
“I’m hanging on by a thread,” Maria replied cheerfully and pressed her palm against her head. “But I appreciate it.”
The server arrived. Elizabeth ordered a tea, then a mimosa. She didn’t really want either.
They talked about work and their coworkers. Then about the general chaos of Maria’s building and how someone had taken up the drum. Singular. Not even bongos.
Somewhere between the second and third mimosa, the conversation looped back to their friends. It wasn’t intentional. At least Elizabeth didn’t think so.
Maria was talking about a mutual friend who was newly single. They had gone out for some drinks and she had heard how brutal the landscape had become. Then she added, offhandedly,
“Actually, I think Roman went on a date this week. I set him up with Claire. Do you know Claire? Anyway, I think it went okay.”
Elizabeth didn’t respond right away. She nodded. Smiled. The kind that was small.
“Oh,” she said. “Nice.”
Maria sipped her drink, seemingly unaware. “Yeah, I figured they might click. She's pretty grounded.”
Elizabeth nodded again. She looked down at bubbles in her mimosa.
The subject changed. 
[bookmark: _owb2vi5qalbx]#
When they had wrapped up and said their public goodbyes on the sidewalk outside the café, Elizabeth started walking slowly home.
The sun was out and the leaves were starting to fall at Trinity Bellwoods. Dogs on leashes and couples holding hands made it difficult to pass the slowest walkers. She moved through it all like a ghost, haunting the path.
She didn’t know what she’d expected. They hadn’t spoken. Hadn’t even seen each other properly in weeks. 
But still.
Some small, irrational part of her had held onto the idea that he wasn’t... there yet. That maybe her window was still…
At home, she changed into an oversized sweatshirt, washed her face, and poured herself a small glass of wine she didn’t finish. 
Claire was probably lovely. 
It was more that Maria said it like it was nothing. Like it was something that would be the same for Elizabeth. 
It was the casualness that hurt.
Their time had meant something. Or maybe it didn’t. She didn’t know. 
The point was: he wasn’t holding on.
She should stop too.
[bookmark: _h0d47zw56rrn]Chapter 95: Early Oct ‘90
The laundromat on Dundas was almost empty. One machine rumbling in the corner, a young boy watching the colourful socks through the viewport while his mother read a book. It was perfect, because it wasn’t quiet.
Elizabeth sat in a plastic chair by the window, her hands in her lap, attention split between the passing figures in the window and watching the boy cheer on the red sock. Apparently it was winning.
Her apartment was all she wanted, because it was hers. Something she didn’t have to share with anybody unless she chose to. Though, on a teller’s salary, it was without extras. An in-unit washing machine, being one of them. But she didn’t mind the laundromat. The quiet hum of the machines gave the illusion of company and there was something meditative about the process. It also forced her to sit still, something she had been avoiding lately.
Stillness used to be peace. Now, it was exposure.
Across the glass, the street was busier than usual for a Sunday. Strollers being maneuvered. A man carrying a rug under one arm. A couple, college-aged, the boy gripping her elbow possessively.
Elizabeth tried not to look too long.
She checked her machine before leaving. The only message she’d received that day was from her mother: How are you? Eating? Drink some water.
She had called back only to get the machine herself. The message she left, three words: Fine. Love you.
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When her dryer dinged, she stood too quickly. The sudden rush of blood made her sway slightly, and she steadied herself on the edge of the machine. 
At home, she stacked her clean shirts like they were made of glass. Then sat on her bed. The book she’d started weeks ago was still on her nightstand. The corner of the page folded neatly, accusing her of her own inattention. She opened it, reread a paragraph twice, then closed it again. It turns out, she didn’t want distraction.
It wasn’t that a part of her was still waiting for Roman to call. That would have felt pathetic.
But…it was something like that. A small thread she hadn’t allowed herself to cut. 
Their conversation at the party had been nothing. Polite. Distant. But she had spent the last few days replaying it like it meant something. The way his eyes moved when he spoke. The pause before he answered her. 
She hated that she noticed. And she hated more that it made her feel it.
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By evening, she found herself by the window again, knees pulled to her chest. The air smelled faintly of soap and fabric softener.
She thought about calling Maria. But she didn’t want to hear her own voice saying, “It was weird.” Because it hadn’t been weird. Not really. It had just been… fine.
Totally fine.
The worst part was that they were fine. That they could see each other and not unravel. 
Elizabeth closed her eyes and pressed her cheek to her knee.
[bookmark: _3onmtyckza9r]#
The next morning Elizabeth hadn’t meant to end up near his neighbourhood.
She’d taken the long streetcar, her tote bag heavy with books and groceries. “Yes Mom, I’m eating”. She didn’t want to have to lie any longer.
The streetcar moved slowly, stopping too often, lurching forward and jostling the contents of her bag. When she stepped off, the light created a soft gold glaze over the sidewalks.
She walked past the park. St. Andrew’s playground. The swings were empty, but someone had left a scarf tied around one of the chains. It was neon green. 
She didn’t pause. Didn’t linger. Just kept walking until she found herself in front of the coffee shop, Forget Me Not. The one with the chipped black awning and the crooked sign in the window that read: “OPEN (we hope).”
She went in. Ordered yuzu sparkling water. Sat near the window where the sun could find her.
From her bag, she pulled a notepad out, but forgot a pen. 
She lasted twenty minutes before she went back home. Her walk, in reverse order.
When she walked into her kitchen she played her messages. A familiar voice started. It was Maria.
[bookmark: _y5clytn66i2i]Chapter 96: Early Oct ‘90
Roman was at his apartment desk, but he wasn’t working.
A yellow notepad sat in front of him, the top sheet blank except for a corner fold where he’d fidgeted it into a soft triangle. The pen in his hand was uncapped, his rhythmic tapping creating a constellation of dots on the page. The radio was on, so low that it was practically white noise. A habit he had acquired since the hospital.
Every now and then he would stare out his window, it was dark, shadowed. He paused, but the moments were nothing. 
Roman looked down at the page again. Wrote a sentence, then crossed it out.
He stood up. Walked to the window. The air from the glass felt cold against his forehead.
The world was turning gray in its edges. The sun was setting so much earlier now. Everything felt blunted in a way. Even the sharp thoughts seemed tired. 
He pulled on a sweater, an old green one Meema had bought him in first year. It still smelled faintly of cedar. The landline rang.
Once. Twice.
He crossed the room quickly. Picked it up before the third.
“Yeah?”
“Yo,” George’s voice came through, muffled. “You at home?”
“Yea, why?”
George ignored the question. “Nothing urgent, but Maria said something earlier. I figured you might wanna…I don’t know…I just thought you might be interested.”
Roman’s body tensed, but he forced himself to sit. “Okay…what’s up? Is everything ok?”
“Yea, everything fine…she just said that Elizabeth’s been weird lately. Not bad-weird. Just off. Different. And then today she asked her something kind of... pointed.”
“Pointed…how?”
“She wanted to know if you ever still talked about her.”
Roman leaned back into his chair and pressed the receiver hard into his ear. “What did Maria say?”
“I think she said ‘not really.’ Which is fair, right?”
Roman said nothing.
George let the silence sit, then continued. “...she asked if you cared. Or if it was just one of those things that fizzled out.”
The fridge clicked on behind him. A deep hum.
Roman’s eyes started to search the floor of his apartment. 
“Christ.”
“Hey man, I didn’t say anything, honestly. I just thought you should know.”
“Yea, no, I appreciate it…thanks,” Roman said, meaning it, but not sure what he was supposed to do with it.
“Yea of course. But hey man, have you ever thought about calling her?”
Roman paused. It wasn’t like George to get so involved.
“Yeah, I have.”
George was quiet for a beat. Roman suspected he was digging for Maria’s benefit. 
“So, why don’t you?” 
Roman glanced at the notepad. The smudged ink. The blank space.
“Because George, it wouldn’t change anything.”
George exhaled. “Maybe. I don’t know. Just-”
“Just, can you drop it please?”
“Sure, yea, just wanted you to know” George said contritely.
Roman murmured some thanks. They hung up.
He sat in the kitchen for a long moment, phone still in his hand, still staring at the floor. Then he placed it back on the hook. The notepad stared back at him, still.
He picked up the pen again. Wrote something on impulse.
He looked at the sentence. It meant nothing. Or everything. He didn’t know.
He tore the page out, folded it once, then again. Slipped it into the drawer with old receipts and a latter from Meema that just said:	Comment by Kiran Malik: call forward
“Smile more Tesoro. The world smiles when you do :)”
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Elizabeth tuned into the urgency in Maria’s voice. Even though she was trying her best to sound nonchalant, Elizabeth clued in immediately that something was, if not awry, at least out of the ordinary.
“Hey… It’s me. Um. Sorry for calling, I know it’s a bit weird.”
A pause. The sound of streetcars in the background. Maria always called while walking.
“Anyway, I was walking with George earlier, and Roman came up. He didn’t say much…you know how hard it is to get him to share anything…but he said something like Roman had thought about calling you.
I don’t know the whole story, but it didn’t sound casual. Maybe it means nothing, but in case it doesn’t…”
Another pause. Wind through the mic. Footsteps on pavement.
“Anyway, maybe I’m projecting…If I am, I’m sorry, you’re probably over it by now. I didn’t mean to throw this on you…I don’t know, I just felt like I should tell you…Ok, I’m done…sorry…that’s all. Bye.”
Click. End of message.
Elizabeth’s thumb hovered over the Delete button. Then pulled back. 
The words played again in her head, not in Maria’s voice but in Roman’s.
She swallowed against something rising in her chest.
She’d told herself it was fine. That they were fine and she was going to be just fine. Everyone and everything would be just…fine.
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People were starting to notice. He couldn’t shake the feeling and was getting more sure of his foregone conclusion by the minute, the hour, the day.
It was getting worse for him too. Ewan saw her everywhere. He didn’t want to. 
He started walking, fast enough to be uncomfortable. Past windows that steamed from inside. Past the alley where the mural had faded, where the colors felt like memory.
He adjusted his collar too many times. Swept his hand through his hair too often.
A bus passed by him, close enough to raise his hackles. He didn’t turn to look.
[bookmark: _d7r2dihfyc93]Chapter 99
The morning after the voicemail, Elizabeth made toast, two slices, one with orange marmalade and the other with black currant jam. She forgot to butter them first.
At work, she had been talking to her colleague, Jess, about books. She had finished Norwegian Wood, the night before, but was not ready to share. It felt like she needed more time to sit with it. That it was oddly personal.
Jess asked if she knew of any light reads with a happy ending. Elizabeth blinked for a second too long before saying she wasn’t sure.
In the lunchroom, someone left an open newspaper on the counter. She skimmed it absently while waiting for the kettle. There was a crossword half-finished in blue ink. For twenty-two down, someone had written “residue”. 
The day was uneventful on the surface, giving her more time with her thoughts.
At home, she opened her desk drawer, pulling out her journal and flipping back a few pages. She stopped at an old note from a week after their third date:
Sometimes it’s harder when someone doesn’t do anything wrong. 
She left it open but moved it out of reach. 
Later when getting ready for bed, she tucked it back into the drawer. The same place she used to keep letters from Michael. 
The next morning she was running late and had no coffee in the apartment, ending up at Forget Me Not again.
She bumped into a man who looked almost like Roman from the side. He had the same posture, the same collarbones. She ordered a vanilla latte which lasted her hours.
When Maria called that evening, Elizabeth let it ring. Then picked up the phone and called someone else. Her mother. She told her she might come for dinner that Saturday. Her mother said she would make lasagna.
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The walk to the brewery wasn’t long, so Roman made it longer. It was Sunday anyway and he had nothing else to do.
He started from his apartment, went two streets further north than necessary and cut down Gore Vale Avenue, the throughway beside Trinity Bellwoods park.
It was midway through October, the chill air making him second-guess his usual patio seat.
He passed two women laughing outside a laundromat, one of them smoking, the other with a carton of strawberries tucked under her arm. Across the street, a guy in a windbreaker struggled to lock his bike as he cursed at the front tire. 
Roman felt disconnected from these people that he was supposed to be sharing a city with.
At a red light, he paused in front of a florist. The sidewalk display was overflowing: peonies, tulips, small clusters of roses in tissue-lined buckets. A man about his age was buying a bouquet, fumbling with some cash.
He got to Bellwoods Brewery ten minutes early. George was already there, sitting outside sipping a tall beer.
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“You’re early,” Roman said, sliding onto the bench across from him.
“Never too early for beer,” George smiled, then looked at his watch. “Actually, this might be a new record for us.”
Roman nodded. “I could think of a few worse things to do at 11 AM on a Sunday. Just wish we could’ve toasted to start it off right.”
“I thought about waiting, but then I remembered who I was dealing with.”
Roman gave him a lazy smirk. “Don’t project your trust issues onto me.”
George tipped his glass and Roman ordered a pint, settling in. The sun was high now, making the glass pane behind George glow. There was a couple beside them whispering to each other. Roman tried to eavesdrop.
“How’s the apartment?” George asked, casually, snapping Roman back to his attention.
“Still standing. Dirty.”
“Classic.”
“Hey, you shouldn’t trust a single man with a clean apartment.”
George smiled, then took a sip. “Maria says hi, by the way. She’s doing some flower market thing today, we walked together this morning then split off.”
Roman’s hand stilled on his glass. Just for a moment.
“Ah nice, somewhere close then?”
“Yeah. One of those pop-up stalls down at Queen and Shaw. I think she mentioned grabbing pastries after. Or candles. Or both. The usual girly stuff.”
Roman nodded. “Good day for it.”
“Yea, I told Maria I’d meet her after. Thought I’d come from the other end. You know. Central meeting point and all that.”
Roman tilted his head. “Sounds tactical.”
“Ha sure. Anyway. Have you been writing?”
Roman shrugged. “Trying. Not much.”
“Anything good?”
“Is it ever?”
George raised an eyebrow. “Geez, that bad eh?”
Roman took a sip of beer. “I’m stuck in some dark, deep places with my Ewan character. Trying to figure out the way out for him.”
George whistled. “Sounds like some cheery stuff.”
Roman leaned back. “It’s fiction.”
George gave him a knowing look.
They drank more. The crowd around them thickened. Roman found himself watching the light shift on the table, the soft spill of shadow over George’s jacket. He hadn’t realized how much he missed just...sitting outside. He felt like he had a Winter nestled into his Summer this year.
After a pause, George checked his watch. “I’m heading to meet Maria in like, twenty minutes. She’s just over at the parkette.”
“I’m going back that way home, I’ll come and say hi.”
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The sun had just started to feel warm when Maria reached the corner of Queen and Shaw. The market had spilled over its boundaries: bouquets on folding tables, crates of potted herbs tucked against tree trunks, buckets of tulips in saturated pinks and soft whites. 
Next to the flowers, local produce and homemade trinkets were being sold by vendors outfitted in tie dye shirts and what looked like hemp pants. Two naked and barefoot children, maybe five or six ran chasing each other while their mother looked on unfussed.
The air smelled like lilac and compost.
Maria walked carefully, holding a Tim Horton’s coffee in one hand from Tim Hortons, and making her way to a stall with dried lavender sachets. The sight of the one hundred percent organic, fair trade coffee vendors made her feel a little self-conscious.
“You always get lavender,” the voice coming from behind her.
“And I never have moths and always sleep like a baby. Coincidence?” 
Maria grinning turned to see Elizabeth, who smiled faintly in return. They hugged quickly before drifting together from table to table.
“Thanks for inviting me out today, I really needed a walk. I feel like I’m still full from last night.”
“Oh? Big date?” Maria asked.
“If you count my parents as a date…no, I went home and ate my weight in baguettes.”
“Your mom burned the lasagna again didn’t she…”
Elizabeth flashed a lopsided grin, but didn’t reply. She was looking at a cluster of freesia, off-white with faint yellow edges. She reached out to touch one, then pulled her hand back.
As Maria chatted easily with the vendors, Elizabeth kept to herself, occasionally flipping over the corner of a price tag or adjusting her grip on the tote. 
They stopped by a stall with small jars of honey, grass fed beef tallow, and beeswax candles. Maria inspected the labels, then handed Elizabeth a small tin.
“This one’s called Sunday Window Light. Tell me that’s not your whole personality.”	Comment by Kiran Malik: call forward
Elizabeth laughed. “What does that even mean?”
“It means you need it. And if you don’t buy it for yourself, I will for you” Maria said, adding it to her pile.
As they walked on, Maria slowed down. Elizabeth adjusted the strap of her bag again.
They reached the edge of the market, the path opening up toward a quieter part of the street. Maria glanced at her watch.
“George is meeting me soon. We walked here together.”
“You’re saying he didn’t want to stick around and look at flowers? I’m shocked!” 
“Yeah, something about having a beer was more appealing to him.” Maria jeered.
“Anyway, he is just up on Ossington and should be heading back now. I told him I’d meet him at the little parkette on King and Crawford.”
Elizabeth looked toward the street. “Oh! That’s not far.”
“Nope.”
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“The beers were starting to taste like a dart” George splurted loudly, amused at his own joke.
“I thought you quit.” 
“I quit then, and now I can quit again. That’s the beautiful thing.”
“Next you’ll tell me to seize the day, or that happiness depends only on myself.” Roman said, rolling his eyes.
George shot him an oddly serious look and said “Is that wrong?” before lighting his cigarette.
They moved down Ossington in lazy sync. Roman had his hands in his coat pockets,
Roman smirked, "Well, at least you look cool.”
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They continued South.
George, squinting ahead, said “Maria said the little parkette near the grocery store.”
He took one more drag, then let the cigarette drop and stepped on it, not even watching it go out.
The sun was now catching the top floors of buildings in a soft orange film. George slowed a bit as they neared the meeting spot. Roman followed, one hand grazing a low hanging branch they passed.
Ahead, there were shapes. Two women. 
Two…
One was crouched to look at something in her bag. The other was facing away.
Roman didn’t look too closely, more tuned into the sour taste in his mouth from his last IPA.
Then George hit him lightly with his backhand, “There she is.”
He raised a hand in the air.
Maria waved back, her hand already looped around someone’s elbow. 
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Elizabeth straightened up. Roman froze, just half a step.
George didn’t notice. Or pretended not to. It wasn’t dramatic. Yet, some vertigo. 
Elizabeth looked up at Maria, then followed her line of sight.
Her gaze landed. Ten feet away.
Roman stopped walking. His hands clenched in his pockets tightly. His apartment key dug into the flesh of his finger.
Elizabeth didn’t move either.
Maria looked at George. George looked at Maria. He gestured with his head and Maria spoke up, already turning in the indicated direction.
“We’ll just be over there…”
George gave Roman a faint look that might’ve been an apology. Or encouragement.
They stepped away.
Roman swallowed. The wind picked up slightly. Elizabeth was in front of him now. 
She looked the same and completely different.
Roman opened his mouth. Closed it.
“Hi,” he said.
Elizabeth blinked. Her face softened, just slightly.
“...Hi...”
[bookmark: _dgrgxyfck3d2]Chapter 103: An Ordinary Life by Roman
Ewan was in the last portion of his three hour drive north to a friend’s cottage. Work delayed him longer than he had planned. It was dark now.
Back roads in the country were poorly lit and rarely maintained.
His Saab struggled over the bumps and the jostling rattled his teeth. He was growing impatient. He pressed the pedal to the floor, the acceleration securing him firmly to the back of his seat.
A flash of movement. 
He slammed the breaks, face narrowly avoiding the steering wheel. He was breathing hard.
His eyes focused on the object of the movement. A buck staring back at him. Frozen.
His pulse was deafening in his ears and he broke out in a cold sweat.
Once the buck moved on, he sat parked far longer than he should have.
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Elizabeth adjusted the strap on her shoulder again. Her fingers were sore from gripping the tote too tightly, but she hadn’t noticed until just now.
Maria glanced at her watch.
“I should head out to meet George soon, it’s getting to that time.”
Elizabeth looked up toward the thinning crowd. The air smelled like cut stems and bread crust and warm pavement. She could feel a dull ache behind her eyes, not a headache, just tiredness.
“Sure, let’s get going”
[bookmark: _cun2bw472nl3]#
They turned the corner together. The street got quieter. A few kids rode past on scooters. The light had changed again. Slightly softer now. More forgiving.
Maria said something about the candle wax or bees, Elizabeth wasn’t sure. 
The parkette came into view, a patch of grass and pavement. A few benches. The kind of place people passed through but never stopped in unless they had a dog.
Two figures were walking toward them. Maria straightened just slightly.
Elizabeth recognized George’s figure first. Then.
She blinked. Roman.
Her eyes registered him first. Then her body. 
She thought he looked…
Older? No. Just different than I had pictured him. More real than he’d been in months.
His jacket was open. Hands in his pockets. Hair looking like it had been pushed back and then forgotten. There was something unreadable in his expression, like he was halfway through a sentence he wasn’t sure how to end. His lips were parted, just slightly.
Something in her told her to stop walking.
Maria didn’t say anything. She just looked at George, who was already looking at her.
“We’ll just be over there,” Maria said lightly. Like this was normal. Like her day wasn’t quietly fractured.
Roman was standing in front of her now. Not speaking. Not moving.
She could hear her own breath. Suddenly, she could hear everything.The birds. Someone opening a can somewhere nearby.
“Hi,” he said.
Her throat tightened. She hadn’t heard his voice in weeks. His voice.
Her lips parted and by some miracle, she replied.
[bookmark: _lik3cewnvkqo]Chapter 105: Collision - Shared POV
The simple greetings sat between them like a coin flipped midair.
Elizabeth shifted her weight. Roman’s hands were still buried. She stood straight. Rigid. He was slightly hunched, though not relaxed.
“You look…” he started, then caught himself. “You look well.”
“Thanks. You too.”
It was a reflex response, but not untrue. He did look well, but not in a way that she could name. Not healthier. Certainly not happier. Just more... outlined. Like someone had gone over him in ink since she last saw him.
Roman glanced toward where George and Maria had drifted. They were standing far enough to be invisible, but not so far they weren’t part of this. 
“I, uh, didn’t know you’d be here,” he said.
“Neither did I.”
They were being careful.
Elizabeth tucked a stray hair behind her ear. “Did you and George have a nice beer?”
“We tried to start drinking at eleven.”
She laughed. Just barely. “You always did love a head start.”
He smiled, gently. “It’s been a while.”
“Since you had a beer?”
“No. Since I heard you laugh.”
It landed directly. He saw it in her face before she blinked and looked away. It seemed at that moment, the trees needed inspecting.
“Um, I heard you’ve been... working a lot,” he offered, clumsy.
“Yeah. You know me. Pulling double shifts.” Her voice was even, but she could feel something tightening. 
He looked at her then. Fully.
“Yea, I know you,” he said.
I do.
It wasn’t a confession. It was a fact. Like the weather.
She could’ve deflected. Should’ve, maybe.
She met his gaze. They stood there, unsure of what was supposed to come next.
A breeze picked up. Elizabeth held her own hand.
Roman looked down. “Look…I’ve been wanting to tell you. Back then, I did want to call.”	Comment by Kiran Malik: check dialogue at party to see if they mention the call
Elizabeth waited. “But you didn’t”
“No…”
Because I thought you were scared. Because I missed your voicemail. Because my mom. Because…
“No…I didn’t”
She studied his face. There were lines that hadn’t been there before. Or maybe they had, and she was just seeing them differently now.
“I should-” she started, gesturing vaguely toward the sidewalk.
“Yeah,” he said.
But neither of them moved.
From across the parkette, Maria called lightly, “We’ll be up the block!”
Roman and Elizabeth both turned, instinctively. When they looked back at each other, something had softened. Or frayed.
Roman took a step forward.
“Elizabeth. Would you-” He shook his head. “Can I walk with you?” 
She stared at him for a second. Then nodded.
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They started walking.
Elizabeth set off quickly and Roman adjusted his pace to match hers. It made his stride feel unnatural. Elizabeth kept her arms folded, not because she was cold.
The parkette faded behind them. Ahead, the sidewalk was half-silent. King street had extra wide pedestrian paths and the brunch crowds had thinned. On top of that, half the city was probably locked in nursing a hangover.
Roman cleared his throat. “You’ve been around this part of the city lately?”
Elizabeth’s expression didn’t change. “Not really.” 
That was a lie.
He nodded, though it wasn’t a nod of agreement. He just couldn’t risk not acknowledging her.
A car turned too closely in front of them. Both stopped early, but neither said anything. 
“You don’t have to pretend this isn’t strange,” she said.
“No, no, I’m not.”
She looked at him, just briefly. Then she let breath out through her nose. Not quite a laugh. Not quite derisive either. Her eyes traced the sidewalk like she was following a crack.
They turned onto a quieter side street that funneled them one street south, Wellington. 
“Elizabeth, it was strange for me.” 
She looked over at him.
“That it ended. Without ending.”
Her mouth opened, but nothing came out.
“Yeah,” she said finally. That was it.
The breeze picked up, brushing a strand of her hair across her cheek. She didn’t tuck it behind her ear. 
“Roman, I kept trying to tell myself that it wasn’t personal…” she said. 
He stopped walking for half a step. She didn’t.
“...but it was,” she said.
Roman swallowed. He wanted to say her name. But he didn’t feel the right to. Instead, he said nothing.
Elizabeth backtracked. “Look, it doesn't matter now.”
They reached the corner of Bathurst and Wellington. The crosswalk acted as a natural decision point: to cross together or split ways.
The crossing signal was counting down, fifteen seconds, more than enough time to make it. But Elizabeth stopped. 
She shifted her tote higher on her shoulder. The handles had left a red line on her skin.
“Anyway, thanks for the walk,” she said like she ran into a coworker on the street.
“Yeah…,” Roman felt like he was sinking. “No problem.”
She nodded once. Started to walk North.
[bookmark: _v1m4g07dqnxp]#
Roman watched her and felt his throat tighten, strangling any potential words.
Then, a voice that wasn’t his own called out, “Elizabeth, wait!”
She stopped. Turned halfway back. Her eyes stayed low, not quite meeting his.
“Elizabeth, we lost each other. And I know we never called it, us, anything…but it still happened…”
She stared at him for a moment. Then turned again, and kept walking, fighting the swelling, tightness once again.
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Roman had been promoted. Sr. Manager, Systems. Officially. An email from management, a quiet congratulations from the head office, and a raise that felt comically unrelated to his actual mental state. His new project had been picked up and fully staffed and was “pacing ahead of targets” for standing up his proposed procurement optimization software.
George had called, asking if he wanted to grab a couple beers on his lunch break. He said for more things to go well at work he’d probably have to contend with an HR violation. Roman laughed into his stein.
He was doing well. Really well. That’s what everyone kept saying. He supposed he should have been happy, or grateful, at least.
Thursday night, he ended up out with Paul, Colin, and George. First a patio on Queen, the kind with wobbly metal chairs and five dollar pints. Then a rooftop bar with string lights and overpriced cocktails. Then, of course,a place that only played disco and 70s funk.
The city was packed. People hanging on to the last notes of Fall before hermiting in the Winter. The air smelled like rotting leaves and ambition. George passed him a shot of something sweet and fluorescent. Roman tossed it back without asking what it was. George said blue curacao and raspberry sour puss, but neither meant anything to him.
They danced, or rather, shuffled sideways, through the thick of it. Women in flared pants and halters. A guy in a velour suit. 
Christ.
Someone passed a key under the bathroom stall. Roman didn’t look at what it was. He just tapped a bump and went back out, his jaw already tightening.
Colin kissed a bartender. Paul tried to convince a woman that he owned a film studio. The fact that he was so obviously Jewish helped his case.
George disappeared and reappeared like a magician, always with another drink or five.
Roman laughed too loudly at things that weren’t supposed to be funny. Danced with a girl who reminded him of Elizabeth, until she didn’t. She leaned in to kiss him and he turned his head at the last second. When he turned back, they bumped foreheads and he spun away.
Around 2:45 AM, he found himself standing outside the club alone. George burned fast and bright before heading back at 11 PM to see Maria. The others didn't have the same synthetic support as Roman, and left at close, but not before Colin bloodied his knuckle from punching a street sign.
Roman was shaking. Buzzing. The kind you felt in your gums the next morning. The kind that made your body feel like it had been borrowed by someone reckless. Roman got into a cab, leaned his head back and closed his eyes.
He didn’t think about Elizabeth. Except that he did. Except that every flash of light looked like her outline from behind. 
She had walked away. After he opened himself just enough to feel stupid about it, but not enough for her to do anything about. And now he was out here trying to scrape her out of his bloodstream by crowding it with other things.
When he got home, he fell asleep on the couch with his shoes still on. His jaw hadn’t relaxed, nor had his mind.
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Friday morning Elizabeth woke before her alarm. Not with clarity. A weight. The kind of heaviness she assumed belonged to someone else, until she sat up, and was forced to realize it didn’t.
She stared at a coffee mug for a while before deciding she didn’t want anything to drink that morning.
Work was fine. She had a few new custom blind installations booked and covered some extra shifts at the bank. 
She declined lunch with one of her coworkers and called her mom instead.
When things lulled she thought about their walk, her and Roman. Thought about the way his voice had caught when he said her name. About how he let her go, again, without stopping her. About how she didn’t turn back…
It wasn’t that she expected him to say something life-altering. She just needed more. Maybe it wouldn’t have mattered if less time had passed. But it had. And what he said wasn’t enough.
Back at her apartment, she reheated the same canned lentil soup she’d made Sunday. It tasted like cardboard and thyme. Most lentil soup did. Her mother called it “war rations”. She ate half.
By 10 PM, she was sitting on her couch, and lit a candle.
Sunday Window Light.
Then finally, without thinking too hard about it, she stood up and went to the drawer beside her bed. She pulled out a small stack of Polaroids, all fuzzy and slightly bent from years of being shuffled around.
Her and Michael, and few that Simon took of her. Posed. Not fake, but not significant, either.
She flipped them over one by one, like playing cards.
She thought about putting them back. She would do it carefully. Like they might break.
Instead, she folded them one by one and placed them in her waste basket. She closed the drawer. Polaroids gone, the only thing that remained was a postcard. A gimmick from the wine bar in Ossington that Roman had given to her to keep.
Elizabeth sat on the edge of the bed for a long time before finally lying down. She didn’t cry. She just stared at the ceiling until her eyes dried out.
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Maria had called it “a soft launch” of her gallery show, which Roman assumed meant no press, no sponsors, and hopefully no pretentiousness or performative flattery. 
Just friends, wine, and a few framed pieces of her latest work hung in an old loft space near Dovercourt. The theme was “refresh”.
“You better come,” she said, dropping a couple tablespoons of coffee beans into the French press. 
Roman shrugged, seated at their kitchen table. “ I always come.”
George let out a choked laugh from the sink. Roman rolled his eyes.
“No seriously,” Maria said, walking over to pour the hot water. “It’s just a few people. You included. Seven, max. You’re basically responsible for keeping Colin in check.”
Roman pretended to consider. “Hmm…can I bring a plus one?”
“Sure, yea, maybe” she said. “But not if it’s someone who’ll bring the mood down. If they don’t love art, they should at least like it.”
“No promises.”
She handed George a mug, no milk, no sugar, just the way he liked it.
Of course I'm going to be there. It wasn’t a question.
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It wasn’t until two days later that George mentioned it. Roman was on a walk clearing his head after a tense conversation with his project team. George was on his way back from the gym. They bumped into each other and walked together for a bit. 
“By the way,” George said, adjusting the strings on his hoodie, “Elizabeth’s coming to the gallery thing.”
Roman stood up straighter.
“Oh.”
“Yeah. Maria told her you were going and she still said she’d be there.”
Roman tried to keep his face still. “Oh okk. Cool.”
George glanced over at him. “You’re not gonna make it weird, right?”
Roman scoffed. “Like how?”
“I don’t know, forget I said anything” George said. “You gonna be okay?”
“Yea of course,” Roman said too quickly. Then after a beat, “I’m an adult, she’s an adult…it’ll be fine. It isn’t about us anyway”
“That’s right,” George agreed. Not a warning, but being protective of Maria’s interests was clearly automatic for him.
[bookmark: _spt6a5qxv9qc]#
The night of the opening, Roman stood in front of his closet for way too long. The new shirt he bought that week still had the tag on it. He held it up, stared at it, and then dropped it back into the drawer.
Untested.
Instead, he pulled on a simple white tee. The one he had been told made him look clean. He paired it with a pair of high-waisted black trousers and matching black penny loafers.
He was dressed up more than usual, but told himself he didn’t care. That he wasn’t hoping for anything.
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Roman spent the cab ride over wondering if his shirt was going to wrinkle and picking lint off his pants. The discomfort of his left pinky toe chafing and his belt being one notch too tight kept him from fully relaxing. But maybe that was a good thing.
He pushed through the heavy eleven-foot door and it made a terrible noise. Everyone turned to look then got back to their tasks. 
He was early, of course, but the setup was mostly complete. He helped unpack a box of wine glasses, half of which were already chipped. Maria told him to label the drink cooler “refreshments”, but he wrote “party fuel” instead.
She was obviously in a good mood, because she gave him a hug and thanked him for coming, even if he was “worse than useless”.
The space was a soft loft, a building that was constructed to feel like a loft and its signature aesthetic, instead of being converted from a factory or industrial space.
Exposed brick, visible beams. Mismatched rugs, track lighting. It had all the makings of an artist’s downtown sanctuary. George had told him it cost Maria three hundred to rent for the night.
She intended to get her full money’s worth, and had rearranged the room into what could only be described as “deliberately casual”. Abstract prints along the far wall. A single installation involving mirrored panels and soft pink gel sheets that everyone seemed too scared to ask about.
Sheets that seemed to come to life when someone leaned too hard against the exposed breaker panel causing the track lighting to flicker. The floor was filthy and Roman was happy he did not take his shoes off.
“Oh thank god you’re here!” Maria said when George walked in. Roman knew he had some work to finish up, but he wasn’t sure what he told Maria. In his arms, a six-pack of something organic and overpriced. The kind of ‘crep’ he would make fun of someone for drinking. At an event like this, he would have to watch his mouth.
“Where else would I be?” said George as he kissed her on the cheek, nodding to Roman.
He asked if Roman had eaten. The answer was of course no. George handed him a can and said it counted.
Then Paul arrived.
“I love what you’ve done with the exposed ductwork,” he said to no one in particular, holding a crumpled shopping bag full of tiny oranges.
He made a beeline for the punch table and asked if the wine was biodynamic and sulphite-free.
“Jesus Christ ” Roman said, “Just drink a beer like a man”.
“I’ll assume that’s a yes.” Paul replied.
Colin came next, in a button-down that was half-tucked and fully wrinkled, with a story about how his cab driver had tried to sell him on dating his daughter, then pulled over to take a phone call in a different language. “He might’ve been buying a house,” he said. “Hard to say.”
Roman stood near the window, letting the early evening settle across the hardwood. The door opened and closed. People came in waves. A few from Maria’s studio. A guy in a corduroy jacket and a nose ring who used the word “aesthetic” far too freely.
Roman was mid-conversation with someone who was overly concerned about the pink installation. He found himself shrugging too often, and made a mental note to vary his reactions. Looking across the room he locked eyes with George who captured his feelings well with a “kill me now” gesture, fake noose and all.
Drunk and undernourished, Roman leaned into the lightness in his head and nodded along. “Yea, yea, evokes bold feelings, sure”, “No, no, not too muted”, “Yes, definitely an appropriate choice of medium…”
He needed an out.
Then, a shift.
The large door opened again, as noisy as before.
She walked in.
Elizabeth wasn’t overly dressed up, just a simple dress. She just looked like herself, which for some reason hit harder.
Her eyes scanned the room. He didn’t move, not sure whether he wanted her to be noticed or not.
Then she saw him.
They looked at each other for maybe two seconds too long. He gave her a smile with the side of his mouth, a sort of lopsided grin. In return, a gentle nod.
She turned her attention to Maria and flashed her teeth brilliantly and embraced her. Mutterings of her being so proud were hardly audible from where he stood. 
Roman exhaled through his nose and looked down at his beer. Swirled it, even though it wasn’t the kind of thing that needed swirling.
“What’s up - how you doing?” George asked, appearing at his shoulder.
Roman didn’t answer right away. “I’m good.”
“Well as usual, my friend, you look like shiet.”
“Appreciate that…as usual.”
George nudged his arm. “Hey. You’re here. She’s here. That’s something, no?”
“Is it?”
“Fuck, I don’t know, man. Just don’t make it weird.” 
Roman watched her across the room. She was talking to Maria, laughing lightly at something Paul had said. Paul was now gesturing with one of the tiny oranges like it was a prop in a one-man play.
Colin tried to slide into the group and immediately knocked over a water glass. He was already hammered.
George brought him a glass of dark liquid poured from a bottle on the table.
“This wine tastes like garden.”
“It’s natural and biodynamic,” George said, rolling his eyes.
“Makes sense.” 
“The things we do for love” George added with a grimace downing the last of it.
Maria looked over at them. She caught George’s eye across the room and smiled. 
Roman stayed on the edge of the crowd. It felt safe here, but it wouldn’t forever. Eventually, he would have to integrate. As the night stretched forward, the air felt like it was getting thicker.
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He avoided her for the first hour. Really, he avoided everyone. Not in a way that would have looked deliberate. Just in the quiet, spatially-aware way one might sidestep a loose tile or a low beam that might tie him up in conversation. It was self-preservation.
He found himself drifting in towards and away from the center of the room. A sort of orbital motion…around nothing significant, or at least around nothing that he could identify.
Maria had just finished explaining one of the pieces: a cluster of vertical mirrored panels arranged like a spine. The man in horn-rimmed glasses she was talking to, kept calling it “reflexive architecture.” She walked over to Roman, a weight off her chest. Probably relieved to talk to someone who didn’t say ridiculous things.
“You’re not working the room,” she said, brushing some wood shavings from the beams off his shoulder.
“I’m drinking biodynamic wine that tastes like balsamic. That’s got to count for something.”
She smiled. “Just don’t get too “refreshed”, people might think you’re a part of the exhibit”
He smiled back in a way that didn’t quite reach his eyes.
Paul returned with a plate of olives and loudly declared they were “heinously briny.” Colin had managed to unbutton his shirt to his sternum and tapped a female mannequin on the ass.
Roman tried to sip slower. He didn’t want to get careless. Not tonight.
Not with her here.
As if inevitable, twenty minutes later, they ended up at the same drink table. His orbit and hers finally colliding. Neither of them moved quickly enough to pretend otherwise.
Elizabeth reached for the bottle just as Roman did.
She looked at him. “Oh. Sorry.”
“No problem. You go ahead.”
A pause.
She poured a third of a glass, then took a careful sip. “The wine’s not bad.”
“I don’t know. To me it tastes like compost and virtue signalling.”
That got a micro-smile. But it looked real.
Another pause.
“So, how’ve you been?” he asked, like it wasn’t killing him to have to make small talk with her.
“Fine. Yea, fine. You?”
“Good. I’ve been promoted at work.”
“Congrats.”
“Yea..thanks.”
She started to say something else, then stopped. He looked her in the eye. There it was. A flicker of something warm, reflexive. 
He leaned back a little. She stayed.
Hannah called out to Elizabeth from across the room, something about needing help finishing a bottle of champagne. She hesitated. Roman looked down at his glass.
“You’re being summoned,” he said softly.
She nodded once, then didn’t move.
And then he added, barely audible: “We’re putting on quite the show, aren’t we?”
She gave the faintest nod. Then turned back toward the mirrored panels, her reflection doubling and distorting in the glass.
Elizabeth walked toward Hannah. The room had narrowed.
His head buzzed. Whether it was the wine, the nerves, or the simple ache of unspent meaning, he wasn’t sure. 
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Later, Colin found him in the main room. He was excitedly going on about something related to tequila shots. He had a yellow stain on his shirt and his breath smelled like deviled eggs. He spat some onto Roman’s face by accident. He looked for Paul so he could pawn him off.
Out of the corner of his eye he watched Elizabeth step out onto the small balcony near the back. It picked up her dress and made it flutter. It took the composure out of her hair. He held his breath waiting for her to tuck it behind her ear, like she always does.
Colin made another vie for the shots, pulling at Roman’s shirt, yanking him out of the moment.
From what he saw, she didn’t look back for him. If she had, he would have followed.
[bookmark: _23z64co2hnul]Chapter 111: The Opening (Elizabeth)
The room had started to press in. Too many overlapping conversations, too many versions of herself mirrored in the panels along the wall. She needed air.
Elizabeth stepped through the narrow door to the balcony. The metal handle stuck slightly, and she had to push harder than expected. Outside, the night unfolded soft and heavy. For just a moment, she forgot she was in the city.
The balcony was small, barely enough room for four people. It overlooked an alley, strung with a single bulb of forgotten patio lighting. 
She wrapped one arm around herself, not quite sure what to do with the hand not holding her glass. A glass that was nearly empty. She swirled what was left and watched the bubbles rise to the top at disparate speeds. It was her third and it was starting to smell like rotten crabapples, but cleaner, somehow.
The air tugged gently at her dress, pulling it toward the railing. She moved the hair out of her eyes and leaned against the brick. She wasn’t quite sure how long she would stay out there. Not sure if she was hiding or waiting.
Why didn’t he look?
Walking to the balcony door moments earlier she saw Roman near the table. Colin was there too. Wild-eyed, tugging at Roman with both hands, looking like he was having trouble keeping his balance. Roman had turned his head, face half-obscured, attention pulled toward whatever nonsense was unfolding. She could see the feathering in his hair from the side. It looked soft.
Elizabeth hesitated. Her hand hovered near the doorframe. A small movement, easily missed.
She waited a beat longer, watching.
Roman laughed at something Colin said. Though, it didn’t look like a real laugh. It looked like humoring.
She stood there a moment longer.
Turn around….look.
He didn’t. She let her eyes drop to her glass. In her head, a quiet, invisible nod. 
That’s just not who he is.
[bookmark: _31ixe8omvow9]Chapter 112: The Balcony
Eventually Colin wore him down. Behind the makeshift bar was the bottle of tequila he was going on about. Roman didn’t recognize the brand, only that it looked overpriced. A reposado, his least favourite.
Guests had started trickling out and Colin began to unscrew the cap. The guy in the corduroy jacket hugged Maria goodbye and tripped over a chair on his way out. The couple who’d spent twenty minutes discussing one of the abstract pieces finally left , after taking six polaroid photos in front of it.
Maria, flushed from the night’s warmth and wine, leaned into George’s shoulder. “You can go for it now,” she murmured. “We made it.”
George raised an eyebrow “You sure you know what you’re saying?”
Maria waved him off. “You’ve earned it. Just don’t let Colin climb anything.”
With that, Roman took the bottle from Colin, who was busy studying the knots in the wooden beams. He poured four uneven shots, handed them out like weapons. The guys gathered like it was instinct.
They clinked and downed them.
They joked about work and women. Colin started stretching his hamstrings for no reason and asked Maria if she had any single friends. She promptly excused herself but no one tracked where she went. It was just Paul, Colin, Roman, and George inside now, everyone else had clearly gone home. Everyone.
Paul decided he needed food, or air, or both. George suggested they hit the shawarma place down the street. Colin suggested poutine. 
Roman wasn’t hungry but still followed halfway. Jacket in hand, keys in pocket. But just before the door, he stopped. It wasn’t a conscious thought, just a soft tug.
He turned.
Through the long corridor of the gallery, exhibits, and emptied wine glasses, he saw the balcony door cracked open. There, a warm blur of lights. He could see movement through the window, Maria was out there. So was Elizabeth and Hannah.
He told George to go on ahead. He would meet them wherever they ended up. 
“How will you know where we are?” George asked.
“Don’t worry about it…just go, I’ll figure it out.” 
He didn’t wait for a reply. His eyes were fixed on the balcony.
Then he started moving, each step felt like wading through water.
As he reached the doorway, Maria glanced over her shoulder. Her eyes met his, only for a moment. She turned back to the others, said something low, then touched Elizabeth’s arm.
Roman stepped into the doorframe. 
[bookmark: _1lkgxgaybonm]Chapter 113: Elizabeth
Maria and Hannah stood up.
“We’re gonna…let you two talk,” Maria said gently.
Elizabeth blinked. They all were so relaxed moments ago - laughing about some bad first date story, sipping the last of the champagne. She turned to look at the doorway, following Maria’s gaze.
A man stood there, edges backlit, face in shadow. His silhouette was unmistakable.
Hannah gave her arm a quick squeeze and followed Maria inside. The door clicked shut behind them.
And then it was just the two of them.
Elizabeth looked at Roman the way someone looks at a wave they know is coming.
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The night air was chilled, but the warmth from inside emanated to them. Elizabeth’s hair shifted, this time she didn’t tuck it.
He stayed in the doorway. The light was low, and with the city noise humming in the distance everything seemed to be vibrating, even inside him. The only thing that sat still were remnants of bad wine and tequila on his tongue. Both had caught up to him.
“When are we actually going to talk?” He said, more accusation than question.
Her jaw tightened. 
“We talk...”
“You and I both know that’s not true.” 
“Then, tell me Roman, what exactly do you want to talk about?” 
Roman stared. Willing her to see it, whatever was behind his eyes.
“I…don’t know. Anything. Just not the fucking weather…” His voice was climbing. “Not ‘how I am’ or ‘how you are’. Not unless you mean it. Just…shit…anything real.”
Elizabeth quarter turned away. “I just…can’t talk to you like I talk to anyone else”
 “Why not?” His hands were on his hips.
“With how we’ve been going, I might as well be anyone. You don’t call. You don’t write. You show up at things like this and pretend it’s nothing. And what…now want to pick up where we left off however many months ago?” 
“A year,” Roman said quietly. “Next week”
They paused.
Twelve months. It felt like a lifetime and no time at all.
“Whatever the exact number, it’s not fair,” Elizabeth said, reaching for the door.
Roman moved in front of her. Gripped the handle.
“I’m trying to talk to you now. And you’re already halfway gone” His voice turned low. Controlled. “Always somewhere to be when things get…” then he trailed off.
Her eyes flashed. “You never just say it. When things get what?” She snapped.
“When things get real.” 
Elizabeth flinched.
“That isn’t why I left,” she said, defensive now. But quieter.
Another pause. His grip on the handle softened.
“Look…this year hasn’t been easy,” he said. “I just wish…I don’t know, it would’ve been nice to have you around. But you weren’t…and…”
She stepped closer, until there was barely space between them.
“Then say it.” She challenged. “If you’re done with me, fine, but just say it.”
He didn’t move. Didn’t speak. She reached for the knob. He caught her hand.
She tried to pull it away, but his grip was too strong.
“I’ll never be done with you.”
His hand was rough, but warm. 
Her voice was barely above a whisper. “Then what do you want?” 
“I want…” he looked at her, his voice breaking. “I want to try again”
She searched his face. His eyes. They had looked at each other plenty of times. But now - they were actually seeing.
She swallowed. 
“...so do I.”
They didn’t smile. Didn’t move.
The doorframe groaned. It was just enough to make them step back.
[bookmark: _7lbtf6akl1wk]Chapter 114: One week later (Early Dec ‘90)
Roman picked the place. Not because he needed control, but because he wanted to show her that he was decisive. Plus, there was something sacred in arranging things. Choosing a table, scanning the menu in advance, figuring out how loud the space got around 7:30 PM. He didn’t tell her that, of course. He just left a message on her machine with the name and the time. He was relieved she didn’t pick up when he called. 
It was a small place, just east of Trinity Bellwoods. Its name was simple, “The Market”. It was a spot Elizabeth would like because it had character, not flash. The seats inside were all window-side. Anything outside, put you on full display of the gas station across the street to the south and in view of the Ukrainian church to the west. Along with the honks and tire screeches of traffic, there was also a constant low hum from the washing machines in the laundromat next door. If you paused to notice, a faint lemony detergent smell hovered faintly on the property border. The kind of detail Elizabeth might have noticed first, if she were already sitting down.
He wasn’t as nervous as he thought he would be. But that isn’t to say that he was calm, either.
Elizabeth arrived on time as expected. She wore her navy coat and what looked like new black boots. For a brief second, Roman had the feeling he was looking at her through glass. Like the memory of her and the presence of her had layered on top of each other, indistinguishable. Or maybe it wasn’t like glass, maybe it was like water, when you’re floating on your back just under the surface.
“Hi,” he said, standing up.
“Hey,” she replied.
They didn’t touch. He waited for her to sit before taking his seat across from her. 
“Do you want to sit on this side? Not much of a view from where you are” he offered.
“No, this is fine. Thanks”.
Roman nodded. “You look good”
“So do you.” She said, almost as an afterthought
There was an air of coldness that hung in the beat of silence that followed. 
The waiter brought water. Roman asked if she wanted wine.
She paused again. He squirmed. Then she said, “Surprise me”
Just like before.
A swelling in his chest. “You remember that?” he asked, already knowing the answer.
“I remember more than you think,” she said, meeting his eyes for the first time since sitting down.
Roman blinked first.
He ordered her the same Riesling she’d had more than a year ago. He wouldn’t tell her, but he had called ahead to make sure it was stocked.
She raised an eyebrow when it arrived. “This looks familiar…”
He nodded. “Familiarity can be just what you need sometimes.”
They both smiled, this time not just for each other, but for the versions of themselves who’d once sat at a different bar, at a different time.
“I’ve been meaning to ask, do you still write?” 
“I could lie and say yes,” he said. “But the truth is, I’ve had difficulty since my mom…”
She nodded and moved her hand from the stem of her glass to the table, closer to his.
“What about you? Are you still reading?” Roman asked, stopping his thoughts before they took him over.
“Yeah. Yes.” she said, as if that were an answer to several questions.
They ordered a small plate to share: grilled sourdough and butter. When it came, Elizabeth tore the bread unevenly, brushing the crust with the salted butter before handing him the larger piece.
They picked at it absentmindedly while noting how outrageous the pricing was for a wine flight here. Twenty five dollars for twelve ounces total.
It was easier to talk about small things first. Maria’s show. George’s new obsession with spit roasting meat. A colleague of Elizabeth’s who brought a cool wireless mouse to work and made a whole production of using it.
The wine level decreased. Roman took more risks. Small touches. Lingering looks. Their hands brushed once. Elizabeth didn’t move hers away as quickly as he would have expected.
Then a moment of seriousness. “I forgot how much I liked talking to you,” he said, when the waiter took their empty plate.
Elizabeth rolled her eyes gently, and smiled. But it disappeared as quickly as it came. “You say that like you didn’t have the chance.” Her comment was surprisingly sharp.
He leaned back and put his hands up. “That’s fair.”
There was something underneath everything, like a bassline you could feel but not hear. 
She leaned forward. “Tell me, what would you have said?” 
Roman didn’t flinch. “I don’t know.”
Anything. Anything other than not reaching out at all.
“I just wanted to keep knowing you.”
She didn’t respond right away. Just took a sip of wine and let the silence stretch.
“At the gallery. I don’t know what I expected from that night,” she said eventually. “But I didn’t expect you to still want me.”
His breath caught and he moved his glass to his lips to finish his wine. It was already empty and he had no crutch left.
He placed his left hand on her right. Her ring was cold and sharp on the underside of his index finger.
“Elizabeth, I never stopped.”
She looked down for a five count, and when she brought her head level, Roman saw her eyes were moist at the corners.
“I didn’t know how to be there for you,” she said quietly. “When your mom died. I was scared I’d mess it up. That I’d make it worse. I know I said you didn’t reach out…but I…”
He cut her off gently. “You wouldn’t have.”
“You say that now.”
“No, I know that to be true”
She nodded, eyes on the rim of her glass. “I was trying to be... responsible with your grief. Because....because we were so irresponsible with each other”
“And I thought you were gone,” Roman said. “So I didn’t reach for you. I couldn’t have. Not then. Not unless I was sure.”
They sat with that for a moment. Let it hang. Around them, the sounds of cutlery and wine glasses and the hiss of the espresso machine started to feel far away.
“Well…I’m here now,” she said.
He turned his hand over so hers fit into it, palm to palm. “You are.” 
They both knew that was partly a question.
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They didn’t talk about the people they’d dated in between. It didn’t feel necessary. 
They split the bill this time. Not out of principle, but because neither of them wanted to signal that this night needed performance.
The two of them walked through the park, steps punctuated by the metronome of tennis ball strikes and outdoor bongo hobbyists. The air smelled faintly of weed and spring grass. They didn’t speak much, but it didn’t feel empty either. A child ran past, his mother close behind yelling half-hearted warnings. Elizabeth sucked her teeth. Roman smiled at her without her noticing.
When they had looped back east and reached the stairs to the subway, Roman reached for her hand again.
She spoke first. “This was…nice”
“We could do it again.”
She stepped closer. “Ask me.”
“Elizabeth-”
“Ask me.”
He straightened up. “Can I see you ag-”
“Yes.”
They moved closer to one another until he felt her warmth. Their faces lingered but they didn’t kiss. 
Instead they moved in and held each other. This time, it was without reserve. It was familiar. Enveloping. Home-like.
[bookmark: _idfp7jhnco37]Chapter 115: An Ordinary Life by Roman
Ewan was cold. All the way through. Not a single part of him felt alive. As if in response to his body, his mind had numbed as well. It made it all the easier for him to reconcile his circumstances as he walked home that night against the harsh winds of the blizzard.
The streetlights were a cruel joke. Sets of artificial suns that provided neither heat nor adequate light. Just a fuzziness set through the static of the falling snow. Two kilometres to go.
His stomach growled. It had been too long since he ate last. His travel pack, digging into his shoulders for the entirety of his six-hour journey, had relieved his hands of any feeling. Every twenty minutes or so he would take the pack off and windmill his hands to force blood back into them. The pins and needles acted as timestamps in place of his broken watch.
Blisters were forming on the outside of his feet. Blisters on top of calluses. Ewan had thin, long feet with bone spurs set a few inches back from the base of his little toe. Regardless of the shoe, friction would occur. On the uneven surface of the packed snow, certain angles were far worse than others.
Another set of windmills passed. Resolve was waning, visibility was low. Nothing could be seen more than ten meters ahead yet he reasoned he must be close. 
New patches of ice forced him to shuffle along to avoid slipping until his toes hit something hard. A sharp pain shot through the blister on the tip of his second toe. He closed his eyes, bit the inside of his lip. Using the sole of his boot he wiped the snow off the object, a wooden step.
With renewed vigor Ewan bounded up the set of five until he was on the porch with his hand on the door handle. A two count and a deep breath later he turned the knob and stepped inside.
A blast of heat started defrosting his whole body, feeling returning in waves that made him feel like his blood was being carbonated. When he removed his fleece face covering he caught the smell of freshly baked cinnamon-raisin focaccia. A warm hug for his soul. He was finally home.
[bookmark: _e8kvmdwor63o]Chapter 116: May ‘91 - Dated through November and Winter
It had been six months and Toronto was now in that brief shoulder season. Spring by name, but it did not feel like it in any way. The Winter had been particularly brutal, so it seemed fitting for it to linger longer than it had any business to.
The space heater in Elizabeth’s apartment clicked off and groaned. It sounded tired of pretending to be effective. Her place seemed to have given up on believing in warmth anymore. Throw blankets lay everywhere, a necessity more than a decorative element.
Roman sat on a leather backed bar stool by her kitchen island, peeling a clementine. 
“Ha! Look at that, all in one go”, he said. Proudly holding up the rind for Elizabeth to see. She sat on the floor beside the couch, knees pulled up, flipping through an accounting magazine. She gave him an approving glance and smiled.
When she realized she wasn’t reading the articles anymore, just letting her eyes drift over the shape of them, she reached for her bookmark. A gift from Roman for her birthday. A small one. Nothing serious. Nothing too committal. It was only a week after their reunion date at the Market in November.
She held the leather between her thumb and index finger and read the small engraving: “To Elizabeth, when the world feels too loud and you need to bury your head in a book”
She put the magazine on the glass coffee table, then paused. “You ever think about how we used to be?”
Roman didn’t answer right away. He was pulling the clementine slices apart and arranging them on the plate in a sort of mandala.
“What do you mean?” he asked, tossing her a slice. Elizabeth missed the catch but picked it out of her lap and bit into it. Some juice ran down her wrist and he joined her on the floor, holding up the edge of his sleeve. She didn’t take it, but she was happy he offered.
“We didn’t used to sit like this,” she said eventually.
“Like what?”
“Quiet.”
He nodded. “Yea, I guess not”
“Quiet used to feel dangerous. Like if we stopped talking, something would go wrong, or the silence would be filled with…something we didn’t want.”
He hummed in agreement, chewing slowly.
She reached over and tucked some of his hair behind his ear. It had grown out a little. She liked it better like this, softer. Less sharp. Less curated. She touched the lobe. There was something about his ears that she found adorable.
“Do you remember that night at The Market?” she asked.
Roman’s eyes lit up. “Our first date?”
She laughed under her breath. “Yeah, well our second first date.”
Roman smiled.
“You didn’t finish your wine. I thought it meant something.”
“It did.” She said.
That stilled him. “Wait, I thought that was just in my head. Was it good or bad?”
Elizabeth tilted her head. “It wasn’t that simple, it was more just scary. I knew then it meant I wasn’t over you. Well actually, I knew well before that I wasn’t over you.”
Roman put a hand on her knee and kissed her. 
When they broke, they sat for a beat. The silence wasn’t awkward. It was spongey. Full.
Elizabeth reached out and touched his hand. Just the side of it. 
He looked at her like he was remembering something. When he did this, she could always tell. But she had to finish her thought.
“I’ve been having this recurring dream,” she said. “It’s always Winter. And I’m at the park, that same one we used to walk through. I’m waiting on the bench with my coat still buttoned, but I’m sweating. And I don’t know if I’m waiting for you to arrive… or if you’ve just left.”
Roman’s face didn’t change, still contemplative.
“I wake up,” she said, “And it’s always the same. My hands are cold, and I think I missed something important.”
He leaned forward, elbows to knees. “You didn’t.” Then unable to resist. “And your hands are cold because it’s always freezing in here”
Elizabeth tucked her lugs under his and curled closer, resting her head on his chest. 
Roman tilted his head down and smelled her hair, kissing the top of her head.
He held her and they didn’t say anything for a while. She had fallen into the rhythm of his breathing. Eventually, the heater clicked back on and he closed his eyes. In the dark, he found himself transported back to that past Winter.
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Maria’s apartment always smelled of something. She had a collection of candles that likely cost more than Roman’s sound system. A warm air of cloves and lemon seemed to be the choice of the evening.
He had arrived at 6:15 PM, ten minutes early with a six pack of beers and store-bought dessert: six birthday cake batter cupcakes with vanilla frosting. It was no one's birthday, but Roman thought it was festive. Two minutes after arriving, he and George planted themselves on the couch and got to work on the beers. In the background Maria ran around frantically, juggling the preparation of two appetizers, both of which were a “surprise”. The apartment smelled faintly of seafood.
Elizabeth got there just before 7 PM, carrying a bottle of red she’d chosen entirely based on the label. Flames and flint or something like that. Roman stood from the couch when he saw her, and moved towards the door as he watched Maria greet her and thank her for the wine. Elizabeth leaned down slightly to give her a hug and made eye contact with Roman. She smiled broadly for him.
Being next up, he gave her a longer, tighter hug than Maria’s and whispered into her hair. “You look amazing.” 
He stepped aside to let her in fully and greet George. He kissed her on both cheeks.
Maria opened the oven and the roasted fish smell intensified. It had been a while since Roman had a warm home cooked meal. She urged everyone to continue chatting and said that the first appetizer would be ready soon.
George opened the wine and poured four glasses, kissing Maria on the side of the head, who seemed not to notice.
Elizabeth glanced at Roman, who was also amused at her franticness.
After George distributed the wine, he disappeared for a moment into another room. Roman walked his hand over to Elizabeth’s and rested his fingers lightly on hers. When George came back, he was balancing a small stack of records. He put on a jazz record from a dusty sleeve and apologized to Elizabeth for not having Bon Jovi. “Unforgivable” she had said with a soft wink.
Maria joined them briefly with bruschetta. When she did, everyone took the cue to move to the floor cushions and eat over the low wooden coffee table. The overhead lights were off now and the room was illuminated by floor lamps and candles. Elizabeth next to him and the flickering made it feel like a dream.
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A few days after Roman met Elizabeth at “The Market” he had gone for a walk in “The Path” with George, Toronto’s underground network that linked office buildings and the mall while sheltering its users from the harsh Winter. Or in this case, the harsh November. They spoke quieter than they would have outside as voices tended to be amplified. The effect was Roman retelling the date in a way that felt almost conspiratorial and instantly imparting a sense of drama.
When George relayed it to Maria that night, she got too excited, too quickly. It took George thirty minutes to convince her not to call Elizabeth immediately and get all the details from her perspective. He thought it best to let it play out however it was going to play out. And keep himself free from blame.
Maria heeding his advice lasted about two weeks, before she suggested a “group dinner”. Calling it that seemed lower stakes than a “double date”, she reasoned. George caught Maria making the call when he was on his way out to the rec centre. He simply rolled his eyes, expecting this. He knew Maria better than she knew herself at this point.
After a forty-five minute weightlifting session, he met up with Roman to play squash.
“Yea, we’ve actually gone out a few more times since.” Roman said while doing wall drills to warm up his backhand.
“Yea?” George grunted, trying to get a knot out of his hamstring.
“Yea, it’s been going well I think. It seems easier this time around.”
George nodded. “Rally for serve?” 
Roman sent him a shot crosscourt.
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Maria tripped into the living room, almost bashing her head on the corner of a bookcase before catching herself.
 “Christ George, how many times have I told you to put your racket away!? I could have died!”
“Bah so dramatic” he said, accenting his statement with what seemed like typical mediterranean hand gestures.
“You see this drama, Rome? This is my life. Everyday.” 
Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Maria glowering, hands on hips.
“...and…uh..what a life it is! My beautiful Greek Woman” 
Maria pursed her lips. “Seriously, you played squash like a week ago. Vále to myaló sou sostá” she said, mocking his gestures with some of her own.
“What does that mean?” Elizabeth whispered to Roman. George cut in.
“Loosely translated? Get your mind right”
“But with that tone, more like get your shit together” Roman added on. George had said it to him once when he almost went home with an ex-girlfriend after the bar. But he wouldn’t mention that to Elizabeth.
The night continued with Maria overserving everyone with both food and drinks. The flaky spanikopita and warm pitas with dip filled Roman up before they even had the entree, which was a glorious, fully intact sea bass with a vibrant slice of lemon carefully placed atop. If not for the third bottle of wine spurring on his appetite, he definitely would’ve bowed out early and popped open the top button of his levis. He suspected the same was true for George and Maria. But not Elizabeth, she was perfect. Even as everyone started slurring their words, she sat there composed as ever.
He kept glancing at her when she wasn’t looking. Not to stare, well maybe a little, but more to force himself to believe that she was really there. This version of her was so different from the one he had constructed in his mind for the period that they were not talking. He had to recalibrate to her warmth. To her smell. To her presence.
He tried to imagine what his past self would think of him being here now. Back at “The Market” she looked like a memory reanimated. Tonight, she looked like something else. 
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The drinking didn’t slow and the volume kept creeping upwards. Maria brought out neverending side dishes. 
A fusion of Spanish and Greek cuisine: Crispy patatas bravas (of which, three were lost on the trip over), rich brussel sprouts with bacon and balsamic glaze (Roman’s favourite), creamy mushroom croquettes (of which George ate six of), fragrant lemon rice (which peppered the carpet), and a refreshing greek salad (which went largely ignored). Every time a new dish would be brought out, it would be followed by ten minutes of silence as everyone tucked in. The apartment now smelled of butter, garlic, and broiled fish.
The food was good, but it was the lubricated conversation that made it better. George was on a rant, talking about a vacuum he had just bought from “Creppy Tire”. It spluttered out and broke down after the third use. He partly blamed Maria’s hair getting tangled in the rotor for overheating it. She threatened to throw her fork at him. Elizabeth sat confused until Roman explained that ‘Creppy Tire’ was Canadian Tire.
She laughed and found Roman’s hand under the table. 
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Dessert was protested by everyone, but declined by no one. Gelato, churros, and Roman’s cupcakes - all three items bought at the grocery store.
Maria passed out espresso in tiny chipped cups. The only taker was George. He put on another record, something with synthwaves, and Roman found himself on the couch beside Elizabeth, their knees touching.
George and Maria stayed on the floor cushions, their legs comfortably entangled.
Maria looked up at the two of them and gave them a mischievous smile. Almost like she was about to say something that she was holding back for ages. “So…how’s the re-entry been?”
Elizabeth tilted her head. “The re-entry?”
“You know. Re-entry into each other’s orbit.”
“Christ, Maria”, George said, shaking his head.
Roman laughed softly. “Gentle, I guess.”
Elizabeth smiled and assented with a careless bite of her cupcake.
“Too nosy. You need to know when to shut up”, George said.
Maria gave him a gentle shove. 
“If I didn’t talk so much, we wouldn’t know anything! And they would have to listen to you.” she teased.
“And nobody wants that”
George mocked her playfully and helped her gather the mugs and plates. When they walked towards the kitchen Roman held Elizabeth’s hand, tracing the pad of his thumb over her soft, white knuckles.
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When George hosted, you didn’t have to guess when the night was over. He would just tell you to get out. He left Maria to soften the sentiment with her prolonged goodbye and thank you’s. Roman knew this and didn’t mind, and since it was directed more at him, Elizabeth didn’t take it personally.
Roman and Elizabeth agreed to head back to his apartment that night. They had been hanging out at or close to her apartment throughout the rest of that week. If he thought more carefully about it, he had spent more time near her place than inside, there was still a small bit of space and hesitation that wouldn’t exist in a relationship without their history.
He noticed her getting a bit quiet on the walk back, something she tended towards when nervous or uncertain about something. He only hoped he wasn’t the cause.
When they got in they laid out. Elizabeth cross-legged on the floor, Roman behind her on the couch, one foot flat on the rug, the other propped up lazily. He took his watch off and put it on the coffee table. She pulled her hair into a makeshift bun. His idle fingers were twisting a lock gently. There were some dirty dishes in the kitchen from the night before that Elizabeth kept glancing at, but it was the kind of mess you leave because you’re too full to move. She was spinning the ring on her index finger.
“You always do that when you’re thinking,” he said.
She didn’t turn. “Do what?”
“Fiddle with your ring. But when you stop it is either facing up or down, never askew in any way. It feels like you’re testing the different positions.”
She smiled faintly but didn’t look up. “Ok Mr. Systems Analyst, what’s the conclusion?”
Roman leaned forward slightly. “If you don’t know, then I don’t know.”
They sat like that for a while. 
Elizabeth turned her head just enough to glance at him. “They talked to me about you by the way.”
“George and Maria?”
She nodded. “Maria said you seem less weighed down.”
Roman scoffed softly.
“She meant it as a compliment.”
“I’ll take it as one.”
Elizabeth twisted to face him fully, knees creaking on the rug. “You’ve changed,” she said. “And it’s not a bad thing.”
He looked down at his hands. “Sometimes I worry it is.”
“Why?”
“I don’t know. Like if I am shedding the weight of everything that happened…that it somehow makes it less important. That I am caring less”
She stared at him for a long beat. “No one is accusing you of that. I think they’re just happy to see you happy. Or…happier. I don’t know.”
He nodded. “Part of me thinks that if you and I happened then, you wouldn’t want me. Like that version of me would be too broken.”
The air between them trembled slightly.
Elizabeth spoke slowly. Carefully. She needed to make sure he understood.
“I never didn’t want you. I just didn’t know how to want you safely”
“Honestly, I still don’t,” she added. “Not really.”
His throat tightened. “But you’re here.”
“I am.”
“Even when you’re afraid.”
“I’m trying not to be.”
Roman put his hand on her cheek from behind. She let him trace her jaw with his thumb  and let his hand settle on her breastbone.  It felt like rediscovery. Like a refresh.
“I still get nervous when you look at me too long,” she said quietly.
“Why?”
“Because…I can see how carefully you observe me…and I’m scared I won’t live up to the version you keep in your head.”
Roman smiled, but it wasn’t smug. 
“I’m observing you, yes,” he said. “But moreso, I’m re-learning. Like I forgot the language but I still dream in it.”
She tucked her chin into her shoulder, slightly embarrassed.
“You used to say things like that all the time,” she said. “Too poetic. I’d roll my eyes.”
“I remember.”
“But now it doesn’t make me roll my eyes.”
“What does it make you do?”
She turned and rose to her knees so that she was above him on the couch.
“It makes me want to believe you,” she said. Moving her hands to frame his face.
“Want to.” He repeated. “And do you?”
“Tonight, yes.”
He pulled her towards him and they shared a kiss. Afterwards she rested her temple just below his jaw and lay gently on top of him on the couch.
She closed her eyes.
“Don’t fall asleep yet,” he said.
“Why?”
“Because I want this to last a bit longer”
Her hand found his chest and stayed there, steady.
[bookmark: _vbscfg45e6e4]Chapter 118: Pub Golf
Roman looked out the window of his living room. The memory of that night was so vivid and clear that it could’ve been yesterday. But instead, his brain took him back again. This time, it was five months ago. Mid-January.
He was in his apartment standing by the window watching cars negotiate the small side street next to his building. That day was one of the few days in January that snow was not on the forecast. The voices in his living room snapped him out of his trance.
Paul was pouring cinnamon whiskey into mismatched shot glasses he had fished out from the back of the cupboard. One had a moose on it. Another two were U of T branded. A fourth was a tall espresso glass Maria insisted still counted and the rest were measured by tablespoon, two per glass. The bottle sat on the counter between a bunch of bananas.
“Are you sure this stuff hasn’t gone off?,” George said, sniffing at the shot like it might bite him. “I don’t remember it being this colour.”
“Maybe your memory is just cleaner than your liver,” Paul offered.
They were all gathered around the kitchen island. Coats were piled on a chair in the corner. Everyone kept their shoes on at Roman’s insistence.
Maria was crouched in front of the record player, flipping through sleeves with mock ceremony.
“We need something to get us fired up.” Roman said. Maria nodded and kept flipping through.
Colin entered with a bang, the door slamming louder than necessary. Renee followed a few steps behind. She didn’t say anything, but her cheeks were flushed and her scarf looked like she’d put it on in a hurry.
Colin immediately crossed the room to Roman and clapped him on the back hard.
“What’s the par for hole one?” he asked, holding up his glass.
“Par one,” George said. “You miss, you die. No mulligan.”
Colin winked at him and threw it back before Roman could make a toast.
“To my liver. Make it forgive and forget”
The Winter Pub Golf Invitational was underway.
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Roman signalled to Maria to hold on before starting the record by holding his hand up, simultaneously slapping the other one down on the kitchen island to get the attention of the group. Everyone was here now: Elizabeth, Hannah, Colin, Renee, Paul, George, and Maria. Now he could go over the rules.
He began, “The rules are simple: Nine pubs, nine drinks. At each pub (hole), like real golf there is a par. Any drink over sixteen ounces will have a par of two. Anything less will be a par of one. You want to achieve the lowest score possible, and you do that by finishing your drink in as little sips as you can. Let’s use a realistic example: If Paul has a pint of Guinness and he tries to chug it in one go, but has to take two breaks, that’s three strokes. His score would be marked as a three, which is one over par.”
Paul rolled his eyes and Colin punched him in the arm. Roman continued.
“Whereas if George chugs it all in one go. His score would be a one. A birdie. Get it?”
“Got it.” the girls answered in unison.
“Colin, did you get it?” Roman asked. His friend seemed to be examining something on the ceiling.
“Yea, uh, got it, you drink or whatever. Let’s just go” he said.
“There’s a few other things, but I’ll explain them as we go,” Roman said. “Let’s get out there! We’re losing daylight.”
It was 3 PM and the eight of them emerged onto King Street as a slow-moving pack. The second hole, Mascot Brewery was only a few blocks away, and they walked like they had all the time in the world. Maria wore a bright green visor. Colin was wearing vintage golf pants. Roman carried the scorecards in the pocket of his leather jacket.
The brewery was crowded. It always was on Saturdays. They pushed through to the bar and spread out.
Elizabeth stood with Roman at the bar, watching the bartender fight with the tap. He leaned over the bar and ordered eight house beers.
Down the bar to his left, Colin and Renee stood awkwardly side by side. She watched the bartender.
On his right, Hannah stood next to Maria, watching the group. George stood behind her, one hand on her waist. 
When everyone had their beer, they all cheersed, Colin too aggressively, splashing Renee. She cursed at him and moved beside Paul.
“Hole two, off the tee!” Roman said and slugged it in one go.
George and Colin matched him, followed by the girls in two strokes and predictably, Paul in three.
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The third hole was a pizza and wine bar called “The Parlour”. It was further west and not well known.
“This is the place?” Colin asked. “Doesn’t look like much…”
“Neither do you,” George said. “Just get your ass inside” shoving him lightly.
On Roman’s first breath he picked up bread, sawdust, and spilled Merlot. Here, they didn’t have to stand, and squeezed into two booths, four each.
Roman slipped in beside Elizabeth, with the other two spots occupied by Paul and Hannah. Roman overheard Maria asking the server to just bring “whatever red is driest and cheapest. We are all having the same thing”.
Colin tried to order separately, but George kicked him under the table. Renee just scoffed.
“Hey, I don’t like red,” he said too loudly.
“You’ll live, it’s not like you’ll have to suffer through it long anyway” said Maria, without looking up from her coaster, on which she was sketching a cartoonish golfer with crossed eyes and foam at the mouth.
“It’s the cheapest and fastest option,” she added.
“Cost isn’t an issue for me” he said, looking directly at Renee.
“Shut up and chug your wine,” George said.
The wine arrived in identical eight ounce pours. Everyone lifted their glasses. 
“Whatever,” Colin muttered under his breath.
George glanced over the booth’s partition at Roman, who met his eyes for half a second. Nothing needed to be said, they would have to watch Colin.
Elizabeth drained her wine in one long sip. “Par,” she said with a little cough.
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Hole four was another ten minutes walk south and another fifteen minutes west. Roman had selected it so they had time to let the drunkenness of the wine kick in and the group could talk more in the openness of the street.
They paired off: Roman and George took lead, followed by Maria and Elizabeth, Paul and Renee. Hannah and Colin brought up the rear.
Roman dropped back to tell Paul he was buying the next round and overheard Hannah.
“What’s your deal tonight?” she asked, not even looking at him.
“My deal?”
“You’re being a bit of dick. More than usual.”
Colin rolled his eyes. “Oh sorry, didn’t realize we were grading on a curve.”
They finally got to “Bar Wellington” and the energy was high. Roman and Elizabeth at the bar again, Maria and George off to the washroom, separately, Roman assumed, and the others parked at a table off in the corner.
Roman collected orders for various beers. The rule for this hole was that you could order whatever you wanted, but it had to be a pint. Paul, strategically, ordered a light beer. At this hole there was a three-stroke penalty for any visible spillage on your shirt. Bad news for Colin, and Renee jumped at the opportunity to point it out.
Colin argued the point drunkenly (and loudly) getting so close to Renee’s face that they almost touched.
Roman diffused the tension by announcing that hole six was a water hazard and urged Paul to pay the bartender quickly so they could get out before they were kicked out. As they got back onto the street, George added that a water hazard was plus three strokes for using the washroom.
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Hole five was a small bar with a second story wooden heated patio that stuck out the back. It was sheltered by greenery in every direction. None of them had been in years, except Colin, who insisted it was “an underrated date spot”.
Roman had chosen it because the drinks were cheap and it continued their journey westward.
They crammed around a small wobbly inside table. Roman counted heads and drinks. He had to keep this moving.
“Hole five. Par one. If it’s flat, warm, or weirdly fruity, don’t complain. You’re not here for the wine list,” he said, handing out half-poured plastic cups of house lager.
Paul took his cup, sniffed it carefully, and whispered to Hannah, “This smells like it’ll build character…like prison. Or worse, Catholic school.”
She laughed. Paul blushed under the neon bar sign by the patio entrance.
Renee threw her drink back, for par. Everyone did, except for Maria who paused to burp in between chugs. The group loosened, spreading out a bit more. Most of them looking for a source of external support. As drinks increased, posture decreased.
Colin found his way next to Renee again.
“You ever think about Ottawa?” he asked, half-lidded. “That one party?”
“You mean the one where you laughed at my salary, told me I had ‘an average face’ and then threw up in a coat closet?”
Colin grinned. “I don’t remember all that, but I do remember adding an above average body.”
She sneered in disgust and turned her back to him.
He leaned in slightly. “Why do you keep acting like you don’t care what I think?”
“You’re a clown. Not to mention my friend’s ex.”
“But is it really a problem if she dates girls now?” he said, eyebrows raised.
“Yes. And I wouldn’t be surprised if you were the reason.”
Back at the table, George still hadn’t touched his beer.
He was pretending to measure the head of his drink with his fingers, then he looked at Roman. “This thing has got to be bigger than that beak of yours. Didn’t think that was possible.”
Roman didn’t look up. “Jealousy’s an ugly thing, George.” And traced his finger along the length of his nose and blew gently on the tip of his finger like it was a smoking gun.
Elizabeth smiled quietly beside him and drank her beer in two methodical sips. Bogey.
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It was barely 5 PM, but it was already getting dark. Canadian Winter.
Despite the time, the group already walked like they were eight drinks in. Slight stumbles, gentle careens, and a characteristic unawareness of the volume of their voices. Roman had to steer them in a diagonal across the street like sheep, but it was the blind leading the blind.
The sixth hole was an Irish pub called ‘Dublin is Calling’. It was dark no matter what the time of day, and you could never find a clock. Booths with cheap red pleather lined the perimeter and tall tables and barstools filled the rest of it. There was a faint aroma of spilled whiskey and old wood. There were some windows on the sidewalk side which let in a sickly amber glow from the streetlights. It was a go-to spot for after work drinks for Roman and his coworkers. On occasion George and Colin had been known to join them.
Maria stood at the entrance and counted heads while Roman was told to put away the cash he had taken out of his back pocket. The cover charge didn’t start until 7 PM. Maria laughed to herself that she was as drunk as she was at only 5 PM. Then hiccupped.
Colin elbowed his way in first, shouldering George unnecessarily. “If someone tries to change the channel off the Bears game I’m suing.”
“One: We’re not here to play football. Two: You’ve never sued anyone,” George said.
“Maybe,” Colin winked. “But I’ve dated three lawyers, so…same vibe.”
“You only get these dates because you’re tall. Funny how they don’t stick around once they get to know you.” George replied, shouldering him back.
Roman caught the exchange out of the corner of his eye and made a beeline to Colin, telling Paul to order the Guinnesses over his shoulder. He threw his arm around Colin and pulled him aside.
“How’re ya doin man, everything ok?” Roman asked quietly.
“Ya, of course” he replied flatly.
“Really? Because it doesn’t seem like it...what’s going on?”
“Nothing.” Colin said unconvincingly.
“Doesn’t seem like it.” Roman said as Paul approached, pints in hand.
They gathered around the standing table, carelessly shoving the bar stools aside. They screeched across the floor, making Elizabeth and Hannah wince. Renee stood standing, her arms crossed, letting her coat slump off her shoulders.
George counted down and everyone took their Tee Off shot. The girls in three, and the boys in two, except for Paul with a surprise hole in one. The group dispersed into the booths to take a breather before hole seven.
Colin flopped into a seat beside Renee.
“Hey about that party. I said I’m sorry,” he muttered.
“You didn’t.”
“Well I meant to. I just didn’t get to it yet.”
“Probably because you were too busy being a smug little dick to everyone else?”
He didn’t respond, just reached for the cup of water in front of her.
“That’s mine,” she snapped.
“Thought you were done with it,” he said. 
Renee’s jaw tensed. “Get fucked, Colin. You can’t just take anything you want.” She got out of the booth and went to join Elizabeth at the bar.
Colin exhaled softly, “Don’t. I. Know. It.”
George and Paul were in earshot. “I think we’ve officially hit the emotional damage section of the golf tour.” George remarked.
Back at the bar, Roman was penciling in scores and counting change.
“Are we ready to get going?” he asked.
Elizabeth nodded, Renee shrugged, Maria gathered her coat and purse.
“Anyone get fecked by the hazard this hole?” George asked.
Colin raised his pint in mock salute. “Thanks for the reminder. I was just about to go, but I’ll just sweat it out.”
Paul returned from the bar bathroom, whistling. “Shit.”
Roman scratched something on his scorecard. “Three-stroke penalty.”
Paul groaned. “Story of my life. Right thing at the wrong time.’”
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The seventh hole was a dive that was inside of an old yellow heritage building. There were smiley face logos everywhere with the name of the place, “Dime’s” making up the mouth. The inside smelled like buttery popcorn and fryer oil. 
It was Roman’s wildcard pick. They needed food, and the joint’s three dollar tater tots and sliders were enough to qualify as dinner if you squinted and had a high enough blood alcohol.
The group stumbled in. George grabbed a sticky four-top near the window while Roman ordered a tray of sliders and pitchers of cheap domestic. Paul began loading up on the complimentary popcorn.
The floor was black and sticky. “Is this a bar or a high school cafeteria?” Colin muttered, rubbing his temples.
“Both,” Roman said. “That’s the charm, but it’s better in the summer when the patio is open.”
They set down pitchers and began pouring with shaky hands. The beer foamed up more than she wanted it to. Maria started dishing out burgers like she was a lunch lady. “Eat now or regret it later,” she said. 
Colin sat at the far end of the table, separated from the rest by two chairs and a deepening silence. He didn’t look up as the food was passed to him.
Renee sat on the windowsill beside Elizabeth, chewing slowly, her face unreadable.
Roman leaned against the wall across from them, watching everyone ease into the moment. The chaos had decayed into an almost pleasant kind of exhaustion. Paul poured himself a drink and tried not to spill. From the other side of the table, Colin chewed the popcorn loudly.
Roman cleared his throat and raised his plastic cup. “Hole seven,” he said, voice neutral but firm. “Par one”.
Paul snorted. “Bottom-shelf beer, top-tier company.”
There were scattered “aww’s”.The group drank and chewed. A shared quiet moment.
Outside, the sky was navy now, and the streetlamps buzzed. Roman glanced at Elizabeth. She gave him a small smile, then took another bite of her slider, chewing thoughtfully like she was saving a comment for later.
He felt the buzz behind his eyes, not just from the alcohol but from the weight of her presence next to him. Roman was happy the night wasn’t over.
On the way out of Dime’s Roman touched the back of Elizabeth’s elbow affectionately and they shared a smile. He then sidled up to Colin as they walked in twos toward the waterfront.
“You were pretty quiet back there.”
“Yeah, I was just hungry,” Colin said in a clipped tone.
“I don’t think that’s all it was,” Roman said.
Colin sighed and shook his head. Waited a few more strides, then spoke again.
“You’re not going to give this a rest, are you?”
“Nope.” 
“Fine. It’s fucking Shelly, man.”
Roman didn’t say anything at first. 
Shelly, his girlfriend of, what was it, eight months?
Colin rubbed his face. “We were supposed to move in together this summer. I thought. Fuck. I thought we were gonna get married”
Roman lowered his voice a bit. “Man, I’m sorry. I didn’t know it was getting that serious. I know I haven’t seen her for a while…did something happen?”
“It was. It is. Yes. Maybe not. I don’t know anymore. She said she wants to take some time apart. To think about us. A break. No contact.”
They crossed at a light. Roman stayed beside him.
Colin laughed once, dryly. “Its the longest we’ve gone without talking…it’s killing me.”
Roman matched his stride.
“I was always trying to keep up with her. She was always a better listener, thought more about our future, was more considerate…I knew, though, and was trying to catch up. I thought I was doing a good job.” He took a breath. “But now she’s gone”
“I’m sorry.” Roman repeated. Colin kept talking.
“I see George and Maria playing house. I see you and Elizabeth together now. And I just-” He stopped walking. “It’s like everyone is moving forward and I’m back at square one. It’s fucking tough man”
Roman looked over. “You know you can say stuff like this to us. To me. We’re all here for you.”
His voice cracked a little. “I didn’t mean to be a dick to George. Or Renee. I just…I feel like my life’s sliding and I can’t stop it.”
“You drinking more?” Roman asked carefully.
Colin nodded. “Had a few before the crawl. Just to even out.”
They walked a bit farther.
Roman went up on his toes and wrapped his arm around his shoulder. “Lean on us, man. Lean on me.”
Colin managed a weak smile. “Christ, you’re such a sentimental fuck.”
Roman grinned. “Hey, don’t get used to it.”
They rejoined the group just as Paul announced the score standings with theatrical flair: “Tied for the lead, still Rome and George, I’m a close fourth and Colin’s somewhere in between an existential crisis and a bogey.”
Roman watched Colin for his reaction, and breathed a sigh of relief when he laughed.
The girls were gathered loosely ahead, Renee tossing popcorn into the air and missing her mouth. Elizabeth caught Roman’s glance and fell into step beside him. Elizabeth smiled softly and tucked her hand into the crook of his elbow. “Hey champ, what does a girl have to do to caddy for you?”
He smiled, “You’ve already proved yourself. Putting back the Dime’s house lager the way you did… I was seconds away from reaching out to Paul’s ring guy for a diamond”
“That’s all it takes eh?” Elizabeth joked. 
Roman winked.
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The eighth hole was a small indoor market that consisted of a food hall and two drinks stands. It was near the waterfront but not so close that you were hit with the wind coming off the lake. There was a German flag fluttering in the wind and a chalkboard sign that read, “$2 cider special” 
“Apple piss it is,” Paul said, already halfway through the doorway.
Inside there were six long, dark wood tables. Sort of a community seating. A cornhole setup sat unused in the back left and darts in the back right. It smelled like wood polish and mold.
Roman flagged down the bartender, ordering a round of ciders before the group could get distracted by the snacks or games.
Colin sat a little taller, visibly steadier than he had been the last couple hours. Renee sat a few seats down from him, her body angled away. 
Maria passed out the drinks like communion. “The body of Christ.”
They clinked plastic cups.
Roman sat across from Elizabeth. Her knee touched the inside of his thigh. He couldn’t feel her warmth through his pants, but he liked that she left her leg there unmoving.
George gave Colin a gentle nudge with his glass. “You know,” he said, “A few minutes ago, Roman filled me in briefly on the Shelly thing.”
Colin looked up. Surprised and a bit embarrassed, but not indignant.
“If you want, I could have Maria talk to her. They aren’t as close as they used to be, but they still chat on the phone every week”
Colin nodded. “That would be good. As long as it’s not obvious that I’m asking about her.”
George leaned in and gestured with his head over to Maria. “She can be pretty fucking sneaky when she tries to be.”
Colin raised his glass subtly. “Duly noted.”
Everyone drank.
For a while, there was only the sound of wood creaking, cider sloshing, and Paul explaining how he once pulled a hamstring playing the cello.
Roman caught Elizabeth watching him as he scratched out the scores. She hadn’t stopped smiling since hole six.
He leaned over the table, voice low. “Tell me you’re not absolutely sloshed.”
“My mother told me I should never lie.”
Roman grinned into his empty cider cup. “I don’t ever want you to leave me drinking alone.”
She touched his hand. “I wouldn't dream of it.”
Colin drained the last of his pint and stood. “Right then. Hole nine?” Renee followed, brushing past him without a word. 
George reached out and clapped him on the back. “Still tied. You, me, Rome. One hole to glory.”
Colin paused. “Hole to glory, eh?”
“Not the type you’re used to”, Paul chirped.
The sky had turned fully dark, it was after 8PM. Streetlights cast shadows while they walked. 
Roman turned to Elizabeth as they fell into step.
“You ready?”
She reached for his hand without looking.
“Always.”
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The ninth hole was Hannah’s apartment.  She lived above a closed Bahn Mi shop, and it reminded Maria of a speakeasy. She said that three times before someone acknowledged her comment.
The group shuffled in and Hannah instantly turned on her host-mode. She had been a fly on the wall for most of the round, largely playing a support role for Renee and laughing along with Maria and Elizabeth. She had seen the worst of Colin’s drunk behaviour while they dated, so ignoring him today was second nature.
Her apartment was well heated and smelled of pine cleaner. As Roman held the door for the others to file in, she put on a smooth jazz record and showed her guests where the washrooms were with the practiced grace of a flight attendant calling attention to the emergency exits.
The coat rack went unused and jackets piled up on the corner of the couch. George slumped into a recliner chair positioned at a forty-five degree angle to Hannah’s TV and in full view of everyone. “Final hole, boys.”
“Feels like the last level of a video game,” Paul muttered. “Except I’ve already lost two lives and pissed myself in the tutorial.”
Roman signaled for the round. “Cocktails,” he declared.
“That’s a stroke,” Paul said, holding up a finger. “It’s gotta be a beer.”
“Who gives a crep,” George said. “Let’s order a pizza.”
Maria, already perched on a leather stool, agreed loudly.
Hannah got to mixing and served up the drinks in mismatched glassware. A moscow mule for Roman, a gin fizz for Elizabeth, a negroni for Colin, whiskey sours for George and Paul, and Cosmopolitans for Hannah and Renee.
They raised their glasses and drank.
Elizabeth winced and muttered, “No offence, Hannah, but it tastes like Lemon Pledge.”
She was in deep conversation with Renee and didn’t hear.
“Power through,” Roman said.
At the edge of the kitchen island, Colin stood apart from the others, sipping slowly. To everyone’s surprise, Renee approached him and leaned her elbow on the counter beside him.
“Didn’t think you’d make it this far,” she said.
Colin didn’t look at her. “Didn’t think you’d notice.”
She was quiet for a beat.
“I didn’t know”
Colin attended her. “Word travels fast, eh?”
“Roman told George, who told Maria, who told Hannah, who told me”
“And?” he asked.
“And…I’m sorry. I wouldn’t have been such a bitch if I did. I just..I don’t like seeing you like this. You’re better than this.”
“Maybe I was,” he said. “Then I got dumped.”
“You don’t know that. From what I heard, it’s not that she is done with you. Sometimes people just need…a gap to think. To consider.” She put a hand on his forearm. His muscles twitched beneath her touch.
“You’re not the only one who’s been left behind, Colin. Let me know if you ever need to talk.” 
She stepped away before he could reply.
George watched the whole thing. Maria placed a hand on his back, grounding him.
The record changed to Duran Duran, kicking into a funkier groove. Paul pulled Elizabeth and Maria out of their seats on the couch. Roman laughed watching him try to handle two women. Two more than he was capable of. After thirty seconds of uncoordinated prancing the girls smushed him between them and sandwiched him with a kiss on each cheek.
Roman pulled Colin and George out onto the balcony for a cigarette.
“Who would’ve thought Paul would’ve stolen our girls tonight?” George said, smirking.
“Definitely not Paul,” Colin said.
Roman exhaled a soft laugh.
“I’m just happy he’s coming out of his shell, too bad it took nine drinks.” He added.
“Do you think I should have Maria set him up with one of her friends?” George asked.
“Fuck, it might be the only chance he’s got,” Colin laughed. “As long as she’s not a gentile.”
They heard a tapping on the glass and turned. Elizabeth and Maria gesturing at Roman and George to come inside. Roman opened the sliding door a crack.
“Hey.” She said.
“Hey,” he matched, watching her like she might evaporate.
“You survived nine holes. I think you’ve earned a slow dance.”
“There’s no slow music.”
Then she nodded to Hannah and the track changed. Maria and Elizabeth giggled while dragging their men into the living room.
She rested her hands on Roman’s shoulders, and he placed his hands on her waist. Around them, the others paired up. Maria and George held each other tightly. Colin and Renee, intimacy dispelled by their eight-inch height difference. And Paul and Hannah, at a respectful distance, with Hannah wishing aloud that Eilidh was here instead of stuck at the office
‘Take my breath away’ played softly in the background and everyone began swaying.
Roman pressed his forehead to hers, lips close to her ear. “I’ve never had a better night.”
Elizabeth smiled. “Good. Because it isn’t over.”
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The door clicked shut behind them. Roman leaned against it for a moment, keys still dangling from the lock.
Elizabeth walked in first and turned to face him from the middle of his apartment. It looked like she belonged there. 
Her coat hung open. Hair tousled. Cheeks flushed from the drinks, cold air, and him. She looked down and realized she was still wearing her black boots, still new, but salt-stained. In seconds she toed them off and stepped out of them with a fluid ease.
He crossed the room and pulled her into him by the belt loop of her Levi's. He paused a moment before kissing her, one hand caressing the back of her head.
Neither of them said anything. The kiss slowed and became more gentle. Her hands wandered under his jacket and up the back of his shirt. Settling on his mid back, fingers splaying over warm skin and muscle. She smiled into his mouth. “You taste like beer.”
“You taste like the best decision I’ve ever made.”
She laughed softly, a way to hide the affectation. He led her by the hand into his bedroom.
The room was dim. A U of T sweatshirt tossed over a chair. A dog-eared book spine on the floor. Records leaning against the wall. The window was slightly open catching the wind whistling through.
Roman closed it and turned on the bedside lamp. It glowed with a soft amber.
Again he pulled her to him and they fell onto the bed. They kissed again with reverence, but not haste. The thing was that there was no rush to it. No frenzy. Nothing to dull the clarity of the moment. The warmth, the lingering looks, the fingers that were tracing memories into skin. Time stood still as he pressed into her. Her lips barely parting, exhaling his name softly.
Later, they lay tangled under the sheets with her legs woven with his. With her, he had nowhere to go. Nowhere he “needed to be”. He didn’t want to be anywhere else but here. With one hand on her lower back and the other on her bare hip.
He ran his thumb over her pelvic bone. “I don’t want to miss each other again,” he said quietly. “Another time that we slide by each other without holding on”.
Then his voice broke. “I don’t want to look back and wonder if we could’ve made it work.”
Her head rested on his chest, rising and falling with his breath. He could feel her heartbeat through her stomach.
He felt something warm run down the side of his chest and felt her tremble, almost imperceptibly.
She spoke so softly he had to strain his ears to the limit just to hear her.
“You don’t have to wonder,” she whispered. 
“I love you.”
Roman blinked once. Twice.
It was clear the words startled her slightly. She hadn’t expected them to arrive so effortlessly to her. It wasn’t the first time she had said them, but it was the first time she had truly meant them.
She lifted her head to find his face. Every second that passed was a gaping maw opening inside her chest. Until. 
Until he smiled slow, full. The kind of smile he reserved only for her. The kind of smile he hadn’t worn for over a year. He gently moved her bangs out of her eyes.
“I love you too.”
And they stayed like that for a while. His face towards the top of head, smelling her hair. No need for sleep. No need to move. 
The hands on her body slackened and she kissed his chest and closed her eyes.
Outside, snow hadn’t come yet, but there was a feeling it would. The final pub crawl scorecard sat forgotten in his jacket pocket. For once, Roman had finished first.
[bookmark: _bh3qn9no59ze]Chapter 119: The Next Morning (Still flashback)
Hannah’s apartment smelled like spilt whiskey, stale citrus, and pizza. The box lid was propped up like an open mouth, and unfinished drinks littered the centre island. In the corner, the record player was spinning, but nothing was playing.
Maria, George, and Renee were the only two who spent the night. Not quite voluntarily, more that they slipped into a cocktail coma as soon as they sat on something soft. Snoring gently on the recliner was George, his right arm angled off it. For some reason, he was only wearing one sock. Beneath him were two empty glasses with an orange peel in each of them. The morning sunlight shone through them like a prism, casting a rainbow like projection onto the wall.
Maria stepped over one of his legs, balancing two mugs of coffee, and handed one to Hannah, who was sitting cross-legged on the counter in her robe, hair still wrapped in a towel.
“Anything broken?” Maria asked.
“Just Colin’s dignity," Hannah said quietly, sipping.
In the distance, a toilet flushed.
Renee emerged a few seconds later. She looked rough, despite sharing a bed with Hannah. She was wearing an oversized hoodie that might’ve belonged to Hannah or one of her ex’s. It was impossible to tell because as tall as she was, she was usually around the same height as any man she dated and at least four inches taller than any woman she was coupled with. The sleeves dangled past Renee’s hands like a toddler.
“Morning,” she said, voice low and cracking.
Maria passed her the third mug of coffee. “Welcome back.”
Renee took a sip and winced. “God, is this instant?”
“No,” Hannah said defensively. “It’s just not Tim’s, like you’re used to.”
Renee rolled her eyes and put a hand to her head, the universal sign that it was throbbing like a stubbed toe.
They gathered near the kitchen island, where empty bottles had been corralled into a vague structure resembling a recycling bin. Maria nudged a paper plate with her foot.
“Whose idea was it to mix three different drinks?”
“Don’t ask me, I blacked out,” Renee muttered.
“Still better than Colin,” Maria said. “He was one drink away from crying into the spice rack.”
Hannah raised an eyebrow. “Wait. He cried?”
“No. But he looked like he wanted to.”
Renee exhaled longer than she should have. “Yea, I didn’t know about the Shelly thing.”
“None of us did,” Maria said, taking a seat on one of the stools. “Roman told George, who told me, and I told you.”
“Is he alright?”
“I think so,” Maria said. “Paul walked him home.”
They paused to sip their coffees.
“Colin’s… not usually like this,” Hannah added.
Maria tilted her head. “What’s ‘this’?”
Hannah opened her mouth to answer, then closed it. “Vulnerable. Messy. At least not when we dated. He must really have fallen for her.”
Renee scoffed.
“Ohhh,” Maria sang quietly. “Do you like him?”
Renee narrowed her eyes. “Don’t start.”
“Not starting, merely observing.”
“He’s a degenerate”
Hannah looked up from stirring her coffee and winked. “Hey I dated him. You could do worse.”
Maria grinned. “She has done worse.”
Renee groaned and leaned over the counter. “This is why I don't talk to you people before 11 AM”
There was a loud grunt from behind them, George stirring on the recliner. “Is it eleven?”
“No,” Hannah called. “It’s 8:45 AM. Go back to dreaming about the pizza you smeared all over my recliner.”
He groaned and pulled a cushion over his face.
The record crackled as the needle reached the center. Hannah hopped down, swapped it for Rio by Duran Duran.
Hannah turned to Renee. “You know I can say from experience that he has nice shoulders. For a man built like a tall rectangle.”
“You need help,” Renee retorted.
“Actually, I think I need a mimosa.” Hannah replied.
“You both need God.” Maria chimed in.
The door buzzed unexpectedly. Hannah padded over and hit the intercom.
“It’s Paul,” said the voice from the intercom.
“Bagels?” Hannah asked.
“No, it’s Paul,” he said louder. Then, “I have bagels”
He came up a moment later, slightly damp, holding a paper bag and a case of gatorade. 
As they began to divvy up sesame from poppy seed, Maria leaned in toward Renee again, voice playful.
“You know, if you did like him…”
Renee didn’t look up. “Maria.”
“I’m just saying…he’s in a vulnerable place right now and could probably use some…creature comfort”
Hannah snorted, nearly spilling her coffee.
“Shut up,” Renee said, but she was smiling now. “Just shut up.”
[bookmark: _uynut2jddwik]Chapter 120
One arm was draped over his eyes and the other hung limply over the edge of the couch, fingertips brushing an empty Solo cup and a crumpled paper towel. The throw blanket tossed carelessly over him smelled vaguely like garlic knots. It was enough to set him off, and HE vomited into the bucket placed strategically by his head. Twice.
It made his eyes water, through which, he saw a blurry bespectacled figure sitting on a bean bag chair across the room.
“Jesus Colin, you good?” the figure asked.
Colin paused for a minute then groaned. “What time is it?”
“6AM.” Paul said and tossed the magazine aside to get up. He crossed the room to hand Colin a cold Gatorade. He took it without a word, drank half of it, and closed his eyes again.
“How are you feeling?” Paul asked. “You had a lot more than any of us last night”
“Physically, I’ll live.” Colin croaked.
“And otherwise?”
“Otherwise…” he repeated. “She didn’t call,” he said after a beat.
Paul knew better than to ask who.
“Did you expect her to?”
“I mean..no,” Colin admitted, rubbing his eyes. “But part of me thought… I don’t know. Maybe she’d say something.”
Paul leaned against the back of the recliner and folded his arms.
Colin ran a hand through his hair and winced. “Last night was a month since we took our break. The night that we were supposed to come together to ‘reassess’”
“Damn…did you agree on who would reach out?” Paul asked.
“No…but…”
“Well you didn’t call her either did you?” 
“Again, no,” Colin conceded. “But she usually handles things like that”
They sat in silence for a few seconds, only the soft whirr of the fridge filling the air.
Paul broke it. “Maybe she doesn’t want things to fall back into how they ‘usually’ were?”
Colin nodded. Paul wasn’t sure if he was considering or if he was trying to stop himself from being sick.
“She was the first person I dated where I didn’t feel like I had to be funny all the time. Like I could just… shut the hell up and sit still and she’d still like me.”
“I don’t think sitting still and quiet is enough anymore,” Paul said. Trailing off towards the end of his sentence.
Colin wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and stared up at the ceiling.
“Maybe. But I think I scared her off,” he said finally. “By being all… me.”
Paul shrugged. “Maybe. Or maybe she just wasn’t it.”
Colin didn’t say anything. Paul felt like he might have overstepped, but he was never good at telling.
“Where are the others?” Colin asked.
“They stayed at Hannah’s” Paul answered.
“Who is ‘they’?” 
“Everyone except Roman and Elizabeth. Hannah, Maria, George, and Renee”
Colin’s eyes opened slightly wider. “Renee?”
“Yeah. Why?”
“No reason,” he said too quickly, sitting up with a groan. The blanket slid off and revealed he was still wearing his jeans.
Colin smoothes out his shirt and rubbed his temples. “I feel like a bag of milk.”
“I don’t even know what that means.”
As Paul walked toward the kitchen, Colin called out after him. “Hey. This stays between us, yea?”
“Obviously,” Paul said, disappearing around the corner and picking up a brown paper bag. “Now try not to hurt yourself. I’m headed back over to Hannah’s.”
[bookmark: _hmucrengof9x]Chapter 121: The next day
Later that day the group had gathered at a coffee shop near Roman’s, Dark Horse Espresso Bar. They took over the main seating area, but it wasn’t busy anyway.
Paul, was spreading his legs too widely, studying a copy of ‘Anna Karenina’ he was reading between sips of San Pellegrino. Hannah and Maria sat across from him, passing bites of honeydew from a plastic Tupperware between them. Roman and Elizabeth sat next to Paul, legs touching. George was in the bathroom.
Colin had shown up last, sunglasses on. He dropped a backpack that clinked on impact and muttered something about bike lanes.
Renee looked up, then quickly over at Hannah, gesturing her interest in the melon. 
“You good?” she asked, without looking at him.
He nodded. “More or less.”
She stole a glance and acknowledged his statement with a bounce of her eyebrows. Colin gave her a look she couldn’t quite interpret. 
Renee looked at a scratch in the wooden table absently and remembered last night in Hannah’s kitchen. His shoulders slumped as she’d touched his arm. The way his voice cracked when he said, “I miss her. I just wish she knew how much” 
How unlike himself he’d seemed. Not a hint of performance. Not his usual smug self, just…lost.
Now here he was, thin brown hair tousled and rooting through his bag for a bottle of beer to pour into a thermos. Self-soothing.
“Want to go for a walk?” she asked suddenly. 
Colin blinked. “With you?”
“No, with Roman,” she deadpanned.
“Huh?” Roman looked up.
 “Nothing.” Renee said, then turning back to Colin. “Yes...with me.”
Roman shrugged and whispered something to Elizabeth. She laughed.
Renee and Colin peeled off from the group, walking through the adjoined heritage building. They kept their distance. Didn’t risk touching. The silence wasn’t awkward, but unusually tolerable.
About halfway around, Colin spoke. “I think I needed last night.”
Renee raised a brow. “You mean puking into a plastic bucket full of limited edition baseball cards?”
He shot her a glare, but it faded quickly. “You heard about that eh?”
They walked a few more paces. “Paul isn’t known for his ability to keep secrets”
Colin chuckled and the comfortable silence came again.
Then, Renee half turned his way. “I’m sorry” she said.
“For what?”
“For thinking you were just being an ass. I didn’t realize you were actually…”
“Heartbroken?” he finished, in a mocking tone.
“Human,” she said, more gently.
They stopped in the hallway. Renee turned to face him.
“You’re not as much of a dick as you pretend to be,” she said.
Colin gave a short laugh. “And you’re not as immune to me as you want to be.”
“Never mind. There it is.”
He tilted his head. “Come on. Admit it. You missed the real me.”
“Shut up,” she said.
And then she went up on her toes and kissed him quickly.
It was cautious, half-surprised, and a little off-kilter. 
When they separated, they looked directly at each other. Neither smiling.
“That….” she started.
“...was,” he added, then cleared his throat while she pretended to figure out where they were in the building in relation to the coffee shop.
They didn’t speak the rest of the walk back. When they returned to the group, Colin sat down beside Paul without a word, and Renee joined Maria and Hannah.
Maria stared at her for a second quizzically. Then handed her a piece of honeydew.
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March. Two months ago.
Pre-drinks were at one of those cocktail bars that looked better in the dark. The walls were plastered in cracked band posters, and the cocktails came in old style glassware. Maria and Hannah chose the spot and used the word “intentional” one too many times to describe the decor.
To the boys, it was hot, sticky, and full of women in short dresses. All around there were few complaints, except from Maria who flicked George’s forehead when she caught him staring for too long.
“Oi, relax. My eyes are unionized. I can’t control where they wander during breaks” he said.
“Give the guy a break. It’s purely academic. Like watching a nature documentary” Roman added.
Maria flicked his forehead as well in response. Elizabeth thanked her.
Their drinks arrived. Paul ordered a lychee martini and Colin called him a fruit. Maria insisted on the sangria pitcher, splitting it with the other girls. Roman got some sake-based cocktail, and Colin had a Negroni.
Renee had come in late, in a cropped halter and loose jeans. Colin stood with one foot on the barstool run and pretended not to notice the exposed skin.
Warmed up, they slipped onto the sidewalk somewhere around 10:45 PM and made their way northwest towards little Portugal to a disco club that was recently converted from a small church. A glowing sign read, “Neon Nights”.
Inside, there were a surprising number of mirrors, velvet curtains, and laser lights. Also surprising was the relative lack of disco balls. The DJ played “Let the Music Play” with zero irony, and someone handed Colin a glowstick.
He made a beeline for the bar. Renee watched him for a few seconds, and dragged Maria over to get a drink. When she sidled up next to Colin, she pretended it was a coincidence.
“What are you drinking?” she asked them both, but lightly brushing up beside him.
“I don’t know, whatever is cheapest.”
She raised a brow. “Tequila shots?”
Maria whooped.
Being a head above most everyone there, he had no problem signaling to the bartender for three shots.
They knocked them back. Colin watched her lick the salt off the back of her hand.
Roman and Elizabeth were dancing. Or something like that, under the only mirrorball in the place as it spun like a lazy planet. Paul was sitting with Hannah in the booth, excitedly yammering into her ear. Something that made her roll her eyes and laugh into her straw.
Colin, Maria and Renee moved back into the crowd. Maria joined George at the perimeter. When she left, Colin moved his hand low on Renee’s back. She let it stay. The music changed to something with more thump. The lights dropped again.
With the cover of the crowd they moved closer. Her hand slipped just barely beneath the hem of his shirt. She caught a glimpse of the veins under his abdominals. His breath caught, but she couldn’t hear. The look he gave her was half-dare, half-check-in.
“Want to get some air?” she asked.
They didn’t wait for the group. Just left.
They took a cab back to his place. The ride was completely silent, save for the beat still pulsing in their ears and the occasional flick of streetlight over their faces. At one point, he looked at her. She was already looking back.
At his place, they moved quickly.
No music. No drinks. No preamble. Just the scrape of the key in the door, and the sudden silence after the door clicked shut behind them.
It was messy and clumsy. Mouths and hands.
Afterward, he lay on his stomach, head turned away from her. Renee was sitting up against the headboard, shirtless, knees drawn to her chest.
Ten minutes of silence. No longer comfortable.
“I think this was a mistake,” she said quietly.
Colin nodded. “Yeah. Probably.”
The pause after wasn’t indicative of regret, but it wasn’t peace either.
When she finally got up to leave, he didn’t stop her.
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Colin was in the kitchen. He had made grilled cheese with ketchup. His ears were still buzzing while he sat on the floor of his apartment, back against the fridge, eating it. The kitchen lights were off, the stove light creating a soft overhead glow.
He thought he might be sick, but not from drink. He stared at it. The red blinking light on his answering machine. It was a message from his dentist. And nothing else. He had already checked twice.
As soon as Renee left, he turned over and stared at his ceiling. Immediately after that, he dialed and left a thirty-two second voicemail. All he could manage before his voice cracked and he hung up mid-sentence. Only after those two things, did he think buttered bread with melted cheese was a good idea.
Before the pre-drinks, he had run into a couple walking down Ossington. The girl had curly, dark hair and a familiar oval-shaped face. For a second, in the blur of sunset, he thought it was Shelly. His chest lifted, then plummeted just as quickly.
When he was getting ready at home, he drank a Heineken while pacing his apartment, then tried to watch ‘Blade Runner’ but couldn’t concentrate. His eyes kept drifting to the spot on his coffee table where her coffee had left a ring. He had been covering it with a magazine since they separated.
Then the sweaty cocktail bar. Disco. Renee. He had made a mess of things. Dragged one more person into it.
The words he had just spoken through the receiver were haunting him.
“Hey. It’s me… Colin.
I know it’s late. I just…
I’m not calling to ask for anything. I just wanted to say I’ve been thinking. A lot. About how I handled things. About what I took for granted.
…anyway…I miss you.
I hope you’re oka--”
He had played it back once before sending it, regretting the way his voice broke on “okay.” Then he sat on the floor, trying not to think about how long it would take her to hear it. Wondering if she’d even let it play.
He sat on the floor until he started to feel cold and clammy. Then he got up, threw up in the trash, and crawled into bed. The bed that still smelled like Renee’s perfume.
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A few days later, Renee, Hannah, and Maria got together for an ad-hoc baking night. Hannah had picked up some strawberry pints for cheap. It was late afternoon and the sun was slanting through her apartment’s only window. 
Renee hovered by the counter with a half-empty mug of herbal tea.
Maria just hummed along to the Fleetwood Mac playing faintly from the record player and helped Hannah slice the strawberries.
“So, I… slept with Colin.”
Maria’s knife froze mid-slice. “What? Come again?”
Renee added on quickly. “Last weekend. After the disco.”
Maria turned to look at her, knife still in hand. An incredulous expression on her face.
“I know,” Renee groaned, covering her face. “I didn’t plan on it.”
Maria blinked. Stunned.
Hannah took over. “Okay. Okay. Details. But first, are you okay?”
“Yeah. No. I don’t know. It wasn’t… bad. I mean, it was good. Like, too good…for it to be Colin. He was actually gentle? Like, he kept checking in. And he held my hand for a bit after…”
Maria raised an eyebrow. “Held your hand?”
“Yeah.”
“What a loser,” Maria said.
Renee laughed.
“...but you like losers,” Hannah added.
Renee laughed bitterly. “Apparently.”
There was a pause. Maria handed her a strawberry slice.
“So what now?”
“Nothing. It was a mistake.”
“But you’ve clearly thought about it more than once.”
Renee looked around the room, chewing the fruit. “Maybe, but I’m not trying to be his consolation prize. Or his emotional rebound.”
They stood in silence for a beat. Hannah started pouring sugar into a measuring cup.
“You’ve now got a front-row seat to a man figuring out what he wants.” Maria said.
“That’s the worst seat in the house,” Hannah muttered.
“Coming from the one who is perpetually sexually confused,” Renee shot back. Maybe too harshly.
Hannah shrugged it off and started the mixer, yelling something about flour in her hair over the electric buzz. Renee laughed until the mixer stopped.
“I should hate him,” she said quietly.
“But you don’t.”
“No.”
[bookmark: _9jxg62jq2n7x]Chapter 122: June ‘91
Roman woke up first. The light in his apartment slanted sideways through the blinds that Elizabeth had picked and installed for him. It was a perk of having a girlfriend in the biz.
The thought had Roman pause for a moment. 
Girlfriend. Elizabeth.
Twenty-nine months since the party in Ottawa. Twenty-one since I saw her at the bank. Twenty since our wine date in Ossington. Eighteen since I missed her message…Fifteen since BMV. Eight since the walk. Seven since the balcony. Six since the market. Five months since we said “I love you.”
Gratitude washed over him and so did the sun. Through the window it came in soft and golden, covering the left side of his face and arm. The warmth from his reflection matched and exceeded it in every way. He looked down and saw it lighting Elizabeth’s red hair as her head rested against his shoulder. The layers of blonde, strawberry blonde, and auburn clearly separate, pulling his eye from the root to the wavy ends.
He couldn’t see her face but he pictured her freckles on her nose and her soft lips parted slightly in sleep. He could hear her voice whispering his name. Roman held onto that perfect image and tried to memorize it. Every moment with her felt…valuable.
A half hour after he woke, Elizabeth began to stir. Roman kissed her eyelids and she wrapped her arms around his waist and pulled him in tighter. They lay tangled in each other for another hour.
When he got up, he threw on a pair of sweat-shorts and a black Calvin Klein golf shirt he had bought recently at a designer outlet sale. Elizabeth put on his old basketball jersey and borrowed some pajama bottoms, even though she had her own cubby and three drawers at his apartment. 
Roman fried some eggs and tomatoes, while Elizabeth threw some whole wheat bread in the toaster. She reached up to grab a coffee mug, the one with an accounting t-chart on it that she brought over from her place. The basketball jersey hiked up as she reached.
She caught him staring. "You’re going to burn the yolks," she chided, and kissed his cheek.
They ate slowly on the kitchen island, finding space in between stacks of old newspapers and copies of ‘Wired’ magazine.
She touched his arm while reading the business section.
They took the rest of the morning at the same pace. Roman watched a Looney Tunes rerun while Elizabeth picked slowly at her tomatoes on toast and did the crossword.
“7 letters, Queen virtuoso, casually” she spoke up.
“Uhh…try ‘Freddie’” Roman replied.
“It fits.” 
Roman kissed her forehead.
They lay on the couch together until 11:45 AM in a sort of stupor. When noon hit, they decided it was probably a good idea to rejoin society. They showered together and got dressed.
They wandered down the street as a pair, her hanging off his arm as if he was escorting her somewhere. They both smelled like Pert Shampoo. The summer heat warmed their skin. They moved in lockstep with small, silly grins.
Fifteen minutes of aimless walking before they took a left on Bloor and wandered into a used bookstore. Elizabeth found a dusty volume of CS Lewis and Roman’s eyes stopped on an old copy of Don Quixote, a favourite of Cindy’s. He picked it up, traced the spine with his fingers.	Comment by Kiran Malik: Make reference to Cindy section. Don’t need to be explicit here
“Are you going to get that?” Elizabeth asked.
Roman paused, riffled the pages with his thumb.
“No,” he said. “I don’t need it.”
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They returned to the relief of strong air conditioning. Roman lay starfished on the ground while Elizabeth poured herself a glass of lemonade. When she drank three quarters of it, she offered the rest to Roman who downed it. She joined him on the floor with one of her purchases: A CS Lewis book called “The Four Loves.”
He read silently with her for a few minutes, then shut his eyes and listened to her heartbeat. She readjusted a couple times and he opened his eyes to see her flipping through the book at random spots, a tendency of hers that Roman still couldn’t understand. He saw her dog ear a page in the middle. His eyes focused on one line, “To love at all, is to be vulnerable”.
After another ten minutes she closed the book and pulled him over to the couch. He lay with his head on her chest and sunk into her. Her hand was tracing the back of his head over and over until it eventually stilled. 
He could not see the way her expression was shifting. From dreamy to distracted. Nor could he feel the flash of tightness that entered her chest. A fear that the moment was not her own. That it was something borrowed. Something too fragile.
[bookmark: _dsu1tngf21q]Chapter 123: Late Aug ‘91
“We’re going to be late,” Elizabeth said flatly.
“It’ll be fine, knowing Maria, they probably won’t get there right on time.”
“Still, I don’t like being late.”
Roman didn’t say anything and continued towel drying his hair.
“You didn’t have to wait so late to workout this morning.”
“I wasn’t working out, I was playing basketball. The drop-in time started at 10 AM.”
She rolled her eyes. Three minutes later Roman joined her by the door fully dressed, hair still damp. He pulled her face towards his. She resisted and he planted an exaggerated kiss on her cheek.
“See? I’m all ready to go” he said. A mint green t-shirt, levi’s, and brown boots. No watch, no belt.
She fidgeted with her jacket’s zipper then brushed his bare arm with her fingers. “Bring a jacket, you’ll be cold.”
He reached for a canvas jacket off an over-the-door rack and gave Elizabeth a gentle slap on the butt. “C’mon! What are you waiting for!? We’re going to be late!”
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It was a long ride on the TTC to high park station. Maria had suggested it because it was “the best place to watch the leaves changing”. George had rolled his eyes when she said it, but half-heartedly agreed when questioned later.
Elizabeth and Roman got off the streetcar and went to the designated meeting area. The patch of grass directly opposite the first pond you see when you enter the park. They saw them right away. George carrying a plaid blanket like a flag and Maria with a cartoonish picnic basket.
“Ey! You’re late.” George said, checking an invisible watch.
“Blame her,” Roman said, winking.
“You’ll do no such thing,” Elizabeth cut in, before giving Maria a hug and complimenting her sweater.
George laid the blanket down and everyone settled in. Maria began removing things from her basket. A few thermoses, a veggie platter, two bags of chips, french onion dip, a baguette, and some small containers of hummus, tzatziki, and butter.
“Did you bring the-” Maria began.
“Shoot! The wine? No I’m so so sorry, I forgot” Elizabeth moved one hand to her face.
“It’s a good thing you have me then,” Roman said smiling before pulling a bottle of red out of the inner pocket of his canvas jacket.
They spent the next fifteen minutes eating chips and veggies, wondering how Elizabeth didn’t notice the silhouette of a wine bottle in his jacket the whole way over. Roman joked that she was too busy checking out the fit of his jeans. 
Once there was only celery left in the platter, Maria began breaking the bread into bite sized chunks, ripping and twisting them off, before handing a piece to each one of them.
Elizabeth took photos on a disposable camera she brought. Roman turned it around to get a snap of him kissing her still summer-freckled nose.
At one point, a child, no more than three, fell face-first into a pile of leaves. Her father picked her up and made her laugh again by lifting her into the air like an airplane. Elizabeth watched them for a beat too long.
Roman rubbed her forearm gently. "Hey, you okay?"
She came out of it slowly. "Yeah. Just a bit chilly."
Later, they lay on the blanket, holding paper cups with some meatballs from the thermos. Roman was putting some of them on a piece of buttered baguette. Elizabeth kissed him on the forehead.  "Our kids are going to hate us for being this cute,” he said. “Hell, I almost hate us for being this cute.”
Elizabeth raised one eyebrow playfully. "That assumes we’d be terrible parents."
He grinned. "Speak for yourself."
She kissed him to change the subject.
[bookmark: _s51jw8jgfa0w]Chapter 124: Two weeks later, Early-mid Sept ‘91
The weather clearly wasn’t aware of Roman’s mood. It was Thursday, and it was raining hard. Still September, but cold. He didn’t care. He couldn’t be touched.
The feeling started that morning at 5 AM, signalling a stretch of lightness and energy that would last…he didn’t really know…until it didn’t, he guessed. Until then, it was no friction. All gas, no brakes.
It lasted from his early morning pickup game (where he dropped forty points), to his meetings at work (where he stood for five hours straight), and carried through to his walk home (where he listened to Depeche mode on his Sony Walkman). By then, it had stopped raining. It seems someone had brought the weather up to speed. 
 When he approached his building, he found Elizabeth standing outside, holding a cheap bouquet of corner-store roses and smiling ear to ear.
“Congratulations, Mr. Man” she said, giving him a tight hug. “I figured you probably wouldn’t tell anyone about it, but I wanted to make a fuss over you.”
So soon after his last, the next promotion had officially come through. Program Manager. 
They went to a small Italian place neither of them had tried, Sugo. It had red-checkered tablecloths and breadsticks. The owner was doing his rounds and lingering a little too long at each table. He hadn’t got to theirs yet so Roman made a toast with his wine. His title came with more pay, but also managing multiple project teams.
Elizabeth clinked her glass against his. When the waiter passed with a high chair for someone’s baby, she flinched. Roman didn’t notice.
He ordered the veal and she, the carbonara. It was average, but worth it at the price point. Roman was too animated to notice her grow more passive. Every coo and squawk from the child was making her skin crawl. She smiled and nodded as he told the tale of how he beat out the man fifteen years his senior for the role.
He said he was in the mood to celebrate and ordered the tiramisu and a second bottle of wine. Elizabeth had two bites and let him finish it. They shared the bottle seventy-thirty in his favour.
That night, in bed together, it was lively…but inattentive. After, he slept soundly beside her, one arm thrown around her waist.
His grown up job. Next, a house, probably. Then what?
She stared, unmoving at the ceiling, letting her brain fill in the blank.
[bookmark: _exd2e7y8pd1h]Chapter 125: One and a half Month Later (November ‘91)
Elizabeth sat cross-legged in her window nook, a mug of green tea warm in her hands. It wasn’t her favourite. In fact, she rarely kept it stocked.
 Too grassy. Too thin. 
Her favourite was the “Royal Blend” from Fortnum & Mason. She mentioned it once at Maria’s when George was talking about a colleague transferring to London.
So the green tea would have to do, plus Roman brought a tin from his own kitchen.
She had to admit, it did make her feel quieter. Slower. Like her apartment did in the hours before dusk.
Roman was stretched across the couch, legs up, fingers twisting at the drawstring of his Roots sweatpants. 
“You look so small when you sit like that,” he said. “Kinda like a kid.”
She smiled, but with some resistance that she couldn’t locate the source of.
Roman got up and moved into her kitchen towards the fridge. He was looking at the scattered Polaroids taped to the door. London. Vancouver. Boston. A blurry one from a night out in Chicago.
“When’s the last time you took a trip?” 
She took a breath. “Geez, I can’t even remember. Probably almost three years.”
“Why?”
“I don’t know, actually,” she said. “I guess I’m just in a good routine. And for now, knowing I can go anytime is enough.”
He turned to look at her.
“My mom used to travel a lot. Before she had me,” she said. “Come to think of it, she used to do all sorts of things. Then one day she just…didn’t anymore.”
“Well…you should still go. Or maybe we should” he winked.
She smiled.
“Maybe.”
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The following Tuesday they had dinner plans to try the new Vietnamese place on Spadina. Roman was running late. Elizabeth was already on edge from working a double shift at the bank.
“Hey, hey, I know, I’m sorry. I had a thing at work with the new guy, Cole. He wouldn’t shut up with the questions-”
She barely looked at him.
"I waited for almost forty minutes."
“It was just-”
She crossed her arms. "You could’ve called. We all have work stuff we have to deal with Rome."
"I’m sorry you’re ri-"
"Whatever. Let’s just go in."
When they sat at their table, she was excessively polite to the server. Roman found himself oddly jealous. There were sharing plates and Pho for two on the menu, but Elizabeth ordered the glass noodles and lemongrass chicken for one, before Roman could suggest splitting something.
He ordered a Saigon beer. She raised her eyebrow slightly. Then asked for sparkling water.
At the end of the meal she asked for the check before looking at a dessert menu. Roman was paying and she already had her coat on.
It was a quick walk back to his apartment, but they didn’t talk about much of substance. 
She got under a blanket on the couch. They were sat at opposite ends. He brought his legs up on the cushion and lightly rubbed her foot with his as a small offer of repentance. 
But she flinched.
"Just stop.”
He recoiled.
She immediately backpedaled. "Sorry, I didn’t mean that. I just…I need space."
Roman nodded slowly and retreated to the bedroom. He figured they would talk it through that night when she was ready to go to bed.
Around 10 PM he heard rustling and came back into the living room. She was putting on her coat. She didn’t sleep over that night. And for the first time in a while, he didn’t ask her to.	Comment by Kiran Malik: his withdrawal too
[bookmark: _sppa8plzkpb5]Chapter 126 (Late Nov ‘91)
Elizabeth was sitting at her kitchen table in her robe, legs tucked underneath her. One of the bulbs in her track light was flickering above her. It was doing all it could to fight the growing gloom from outside. Rain fell in cold, slender lines down the fire escape window. Late November.
She saw the red light of her answering machine rhythmically pulsing. She knew what she would find. A message from Roman. 
The kettle whistled. She admired it for a second. Black metal, wooden handle. Then realized that for it to stop, she had to do something.
She got up and took it off the stove. Made a cup of Earl Grey, no milk, and sat again. Scattered across the table: her polaroids. The one Roman had noticed a few weeks ago. The photos were warped at the edges. She let her fingers rest on the points. Saw a happy Elizabeth by the Chicago bean smiling back at her.
She got up and opened the third drawer. Two below her cutlery. Aluminum foil, batteries, rubber bands, chip bag clips, and her camera.
She picked it up. Felt the weight in her hands. The cool plastic on her cheek when she looked through the viewfinder. She positioned it over the kettle and let her finger rest on the shutter. Her movements were hesitant. She steadied her hand and focused the frame.
Then she pulled it away from her face abruptly.
She made it halfway to the answering machine before doubling back and stuffing it back into the drawer.
[bookmark: _x27uy4iauujx]#
After dinner she went for a cold, uncertain walk down College street, looping East to Spadina close to U of T’s campus.
She passed an Indian restaurant that bordered the sidewalk. It had massive windows.
She saw a flash of forest green which caught her eye. It was a knitted hat sitting atop the head of a sleeping baby boy. The mother was using one arm to hold him. He was drooling into the crook of her elbow. Her free hand expertly scooping up saag paneer with a roti.
Elizabeth stopped. Pretended to check her watch and watched them through the window.
She didn’t finish her loop before turning around and heading home.
[bookmark: _h157m3tj5opo]Chapter 127: Early December ‘91
When Roman was brushing his teeth that morning he noticed the skin under his eyes looked thinner. Darker. They felt tight when he squinted.
A few of the projects in his portfolio were at risk, and he had to drop down and make corrective actions himself. It meant more hours and some stressful conversations with the PM’s. He relied on his early morning pickup games more when change requests and contract addendums kept him at the office later. The proverbial candle was all wick.
 Elizabeth said she was covering for a colleague and would be doing more doubles, but that it was temporary. 
Earlier that week, he’d gone for a walk with George.
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They walked slowly side by side. Roman stared across the street for thirty seconds before cutting George off, who was talking about something that happened at work.
“Hey, can I ask you something?”
“Sure.”
“Is it normal to go through, I don’t know… phases, in a relationship? Like stretches where things just feel a bit off. Out of sync.”
George snorted. “You mean like when she’s on her period?”
Roman offered a weak smile.
“But seriously, that’s the only time Maria and I really clash,” George continued, shaking his head. “Otherwise it’s smooth sailing. As long as I remember to put the feckin towels back where they belong.”
Roman nodded, smiled. He knew that wasn’t true. The times he had seen them go at each other it was sharp-edged, loud. But most importantly, it wasn’t tiptoed around. Whatever it was that bothered them, was dealt with. If not with tact, with honesty. Brutal openness. Like they were confident the other could take what they had to say.
Roman didn’t offer more. Didn’t talk about the distance he was feeling.
Or that it was quiet, like something slowly shifting beneath the surface.
[bookmark: _r4bqztaq5hur]#
Elizabeth’s birthday was December 9th. That year it fell on a Saturday. Roman saw it as the perfect way to reach for her.
He had been planning a birthday week. A surprise everyday for the seven days leading up to her actual birthday. He had gone to Dollarama and picked up construction paper to make a custom advent calendar: each day complete with a cryptic clue for a gift.
The messages and gifts were to start simple, small, and as the week progressed he planned for them to be more sentimental. Grander.
Don’t let the feeling just live in thought.
Michelle’s quietness had taught him that part of loving someone was showing them. Naming the feeling. Left unspoken and unexpressed, even the truest love could feel like absence. 
If there was even the slightest chance that was what it was…
He’d quell it. 
He wanted Elizabeth to feel the presence of his love unambiguously. In every language he knew.
[bookmark: _oam9chr35g3x]Chapter 128: Day 1 - Early December (Elizabeth POV) 
It was the second of December. The first snowfall. It came down softly. Almost gentle in its own way.
Elizabeth watched from her window wrapped in a fluffy blanket. She didn’t start at the bank until noon today and treated herself to a slow morning.
She started to get lost in the way the snowflakes danced in seemingly random cadences, but part of her knew that even randomness was a pattern. Beside her was the birthday advent calendar Roman had dropped off two nights prior. A sheet of forest green construction paper framed by a larger sheet of black construction paper. In two rows, the top of three and the bottom of four, were slightly uneven squares of folded dark blue paper.
The backs of the green paper were glued down. Keeping the flaps closed were small ribbons. One end fastened to the blue square, and the other to the forest green background. Elizabeth had to snip the ribbon with scissors to fold the flap up and read the messages inside. 
It must have taken him a while to do this…
The thought settled somewhere inside her. He was certainly proud of it, that much was clear from the look on his face.
She kicked the blanket off and opened her kitchen drawer to retrieve a pairing knife. She used it to cut the ribbon and open the square marked, “Day 1”.
She recognized his cursive handwriting. Her eyes unfocused for a minute and she blinked rapidly.
“My thoughtful, kind, beautiful girlfriend. I have something for you that I hope will be good enough to contain the wonderful, magical moments in your life”
She stared at the message for a few seconds longer than necessary, the corners of the paper curling slightly from where her thumb and index finger gripped it.
“My thoughtful, kind, beautiful girlfriend…”
The words landed like the snowflakes she was watching. Soft and weightless. A part of her wanted to press it to her chest, the way she might’ve a year ago. But something about it felt like he was describing her in past tense.
She folded the paper gently, set it on the counter, and padded toward the hallway in her slippers. Thirty minutes ago Roman had called to tell her that he had left the gift in a bag hanging on the doorknob.
She retrieved it, untied the ribbon, and reached inside.
Real leather. Thick pages. The album was heavier than she expected. When she saw the gold-embossed words: Elizabeth C., her eyes unfocused again for a moment.
She traced the lettering slowly. Then she opened the first page and found a sticky note inside.
“I thought you might like to start with Chicago to clear up some fridge space for pictures of us ;)”
She shut the album softly. 
[bookmark: _a4ndzya433dj]#
The second day’s message.
“Here is something that brings light into your life. You do it for everyone else, so you deserve it more than anyone.”
That one made her scoff, with a smile. She didn’t make any noise. It was just an automatic response reserved for compliments she wasn’t sure she deserved.
It wasn’t a secret to either of them that she wasn’t feeling particularly light these days. She told him it happens every Winter. She was still polite at work, present in social plans, but playing a version of herself that was slightly offbeat. The kind of misalignment no one else noticed, except those closest to her.
This time, he hadn’t left the gift on the doorhandle. Roman called early to offer to walk her to work, even if it was forty-five minutes out of his way. He said he wanted to see her open it. 
They stood in her apartment’s narrow entryway, the gift wrapped in soft tissue inside a brown box. She opened the lid.
It was a glass jar, heavy, the wax an elegant shade of cream. The label read “Sunday Window Light”.
“You know, it's the same one you have! From the day we went on that walk. After Bellwoods and the Market…” he said with boyish enthusiasm.
She knew. 
A polite nod to acknowledge what he said, and she lifted the lid and took a breath.
It smelled…
She excused herself inside her apartment to the washroom before the tears came. It smelled warm in a way she couldn’t describe. 
Perfect.
She closed the door and leaned against the sink, eyes tracing the hairline crack in the grout near the floor. 
She splashed water on her face. Dried her cheeks slowly with the hand towel. Looked at herself in the mirror with a practiced expression meant to regain her composure.
When she stepped back out, Roman was standing where she left him, hands in his coat pockets. His eyes were soft and he was rocking slightly on his heels, hopeful.
“It’s beautiful,” she said. “I love it,” she said.
He smiled, pleased. She kissed him lightly and put the candle back in the box. “I love you.”
He hugged her tightly. When they pulled away she noticed a small bead on his wool peacoat from a tear that silently escaped.
[bookmark: _3zv0mxu6hho3]#
Day three’s message.
“Your one true love. It never disappoints you. Always has your back. Always.
Enjoy every moment you have together… and stay cozey :)”
It was cold that morning. Enough to make Roman’s fingers sting through his gloves. The walk from the streetcar gave him time to rehearse the delivery in his head. And imagine her reaction. Her smile. Her wrapping her arms around his neck. He loved it when she hung off of him.
Then, he was at her door. He knocked and Elizabeth opened the door in her robe, a faint line from the pillow still creasing her cheek.
“I haven’t opened today’s message yet,” she said in a tired voice.
“I’ll wait” Roman said with a cheeky grin and plopped down onto her couch. “And don’t get too excited. It’s not sterling silver.”
She smiled wearily at him then read the message. He handed her the box he brought and she peaked inside. The familiar green from Fortnum & Mason. Her brows lifted and something softened. She didn’t say anything at first. Just ran a thumb across the edge of the label.
“You…remembered,” she said.
“Of course I did,” Roman replied like it was obvious. “You called it your first true love.”
Elizabeth gave a little laugh. She reached for a mug without asking if he wanted one too.
As she prepared the tea, he watched her quietly. The way her shoulders curved, the way she tapped the spoon against the rim of the tin like a small ritual. He wanted to believe this was helping. 
A silence hung between them as the kettle whistled again. 
“I didn’t want to disrupt your morning, just wanted to say happy day three of your birthday week”
“Sorry, you’re not, I’m just a little tired still,” she said in a way that seemed warm.
He got up, said he understood, and kissed her goodbye. As he walked towards work he noticed a chill in his neck. It felt bare, uncovered. He flipped up the collar of his peacoat just in time to brave a strong gust of wind.
[bookmark: _jiuwj7u3kltx]#
Day four.
“They are so sweet that they should be named after you. I hope you enjoy your favourites <3”
The bag was on the counter. She didn’t open it right away.
Instead, she leaned on the counter and stared at the note again. Roman had drawn a tiny, lopsided cartoon with heart for eyes at the bottom. The kind of thing he would’ve doodled on the corner of a bar napkin. 
Then she finally opened the bag: Cadbury Buttons. Maltesers. Curly Wurlys. UK Kit Kats. Even a Baby Ruth, which he had never heard of the first time she mentioned it. 
“It’s not even the best, just has that nostalgia-factor, y’know?”
A one-off line she said to him on Halloween. She was a strawberry and he was a farmer.
She used to ration the Cadbury Buttons when they came in the rare Christmas parcel from her aunt in the UK. One for her, one for her little sister, one for her baby brother. A Kit Kat always found itself being split three ways.
She wondered if that’s what made indulgence so hard now. The constant accounting. For others’ needs. For fairness. She was always the one who held it all together. Had to.
She lifted a Curly Wurly and turned it in her hands like it was the first time she had seen one. The smell of that slightly plasticky chocolate. It brought back a memory she hadn’t meant to hold onto: sitting on the floor in Roman’s apartment, in socks and one of his t-shirts, watching a movie she didn’t care about, eating leftover candy from absentee trick or treaters. Her legs tossed over his lap.
She bit into it. The caramel stuck to her teeth. She ate it all.
Then, guilt. It was too much. Not the chocolate she had just finished. The effort. The way he remembered everything.
[bookmark: _7z8pqiagaaiy]#
Later that night, Elizabeth curled into the corner of her couch with the photo album in her lap and a mug of tea from Day three. Day two’s candle,“Sunday Window Light”, burned low on the sill, flickering against the glass. She hadn’t filled it in yet. Hadn’t even peeled the first photo sticker. The pages remained blank, untouched. 
The gifts were perfect. Every one of them. Thoughtful. Gentle. Personal. They told her she was loved and it should’ve made her feel seen. Known. Loved. And in flashes, it did. Each one was crafted from a version of her Roman had remembered.
Maybe that was the problem.
Because while he was building a mosaic of her, carefully, lovingly, from every corner of the past, she had quietly started moving away from it. Or maybe out of it. Like a person tiptoeing out of a still photograph.
There were mornings now where she’d wake up beside him and wonder what their life would look like three years from now. Five. Ten.
The images that came to mind. The ones she felt she was supposed to want. The ones he wanted. They didn’t land quite right.
She loved him. But sometimes her love felt like a blank canvas. She didn’t know how to start arranging colours and shapes.
There was a moment the other week. Maria had mentioned how if she and George had kids, they’d be lucky to be over five feet tall. 
They all laughed. Then she said, her and Roman’s would have cheekbones so high, they wouldn’t be able to see. 
He didn’t even have to think. Just said, “We’ll just have to wait and see.”
Like it was a shared destination. A roadmap with two names penciled in.
I didn’t say anything. Why didn’t I say anything!?
She hated that her body tensed when she thought about it. About how little space there’d be left on the canvas for parts of herself. How there would be less of Roman for her. 
It wasn’t his fault. But it wasn’t fair to him, either.
He was showing up with everything she once said she loved, holding it out to her with both hands. Reaching out to her. And she felt like she was drifting, like when her uncle passed. Making him chase her down this lazy river whose catchment held all sorts of unknowns.
She closed the album gently. The leather cover felt warm from where her hand had rested. She pulled the blanket tighter around her and leaned back. Prayed with every ounce of her that, maybe tomorrow she’d feel different.
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Day five.
“I just wanted you to see that I’m listening to you, even when you think I’m not.”
Elizabeth opened the door fully dressed. She had an early shift that day.
It was just after 7 AM and Roman stood there, grinning, holding a paper bag with grease marks and a coffee in a travel mug. His peacoat was damp from the morning sleet and the smell of wet wool was faintly recognizable. His cheeks were pink with cold and his hands looked pale and yellow.
“I come bearing gifts.”
She smiled, thin even if genuine, and stepped aside to let him in.
The smell hit her first. Familiar. It brought her back to a late summer hungover morning. The night before they had gone out with Colin and some of his work friends. They played a game called “sink the ship.” Colin had explained it for her: “We order two pitchers of beer and put a glass in one of them. Everyone takes turns pouring beer into the floating glass from the other pitcher. The one who pours the beer that makes the glass sink, must drink the glass. Got it?”
Elizabeth understood, but it didn’t make her any better at it. She had lost four times in a row and was more drunk than she had been in years. Roman told her that she had kissed a coworker's girlfriend (which she doesn’t remember) and later fell through Colin’s coffee table (which she did remember). Luckily, Colin’s coffee table was an overturned cardboard box. She woke up the next morning with a piece of it in her pocket and a smiling Roman standing over her with a breakfast sandwich. The same one he was holding now.
“I went early so it’d still be warm,” he said. She knew he must have and shuddered to think of the ungodly hour he set his alarm to that morning.
He was watching her open the bag like it was a gift in itself. She did her best to match his energy, and even let out a quiet “Oh my god,” when she saw the square hashbrown sticking out the side.
“I remembered you said it’s the only one that nails the ratio.”
She took a bite. It was exactly what she needed. But as she chewed, something clenched at the base of her throat.
“I just wanted you to see that when you say you like something,” he said, “I always listen.”
The implication sat heavy. He hadn’t meant anything by it. He probably didn’t even realize the weight of the words. But something about it landed like a contract and an accusation at once.
She nodded. Thanked him. Kissed his cheek.
All appropriate responses.
And then she excused herself to finish getting ready, closing the bathroom door a little too carefully.
She had placed the sandwich on the kitchen counter. Now she sat on the closed toilet seat. Bile crept up her throat. She wasn’t sure if she was going to able to eat the rest.
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The next day, it was late when she got home from work. Hated that it was always dark by five.
Today it wasn’t just the darkness. It was the weight of her coat. The weight of everything, really. She hadn’t spoken much all day. The branch was understaffed, and she’d been quietly grateful for the excuse to keep her head down and work away at her tasks. Numbers, approvals, scheduled deposits. Mechanical, transactional. Safe.
The gift was hanging on her doorknob. She took it inside and opened day six’s message.
 “Because everything needs a home…and because I love you!”
It was wrapped in kraft paper, tied with a red ribbon. A Post-it note on the bag read:
“Sorry I couldn’t wait up - have a work dinner. Open it before bed. I love you. -R”
She peeled the paper back carefully. Inside, a slim leather pen holder. Chestnut brown, hand-stitched. When she unfastened the snap, her Montblanc nestled there perfectly. The pen her father gave her the day of her graduation.  The pen that she told him about when she was signing the lease on her apartment. The first space that was hers and only hers.
A pen with weight. A pen with significance. A pen with a voice that reminded her that her father’s approval was not something she had dreamt up.
She hadn't used it much lately. It felt too formal for grocery lists and notes on scrap paper. But mainly because it made her feel like a version of herself she wasn’t sure she was ready to inhabit full-time: the graduate, the future woman.
She set the pen inside the holder, closed the snap, and sat with it in her palm.
It reminded her of being thirteen and trying to forge her mother’s signature on a field trip form for her little brother. She’d practiced for hours, the loops and flicks. It had to be perfect. If he didn’t go, he’d be the only one left behind.
Even now, that time of her life felt like paperwork and responsibility. Lunches packed. Forms signed. Bedtimes monitored. No room for mistakes, because her siblings couldn’t afford them. She had already spent her teenage years pretending to be someone’s mother…
She read the message again.
“Because everything needs a home.”
She had said that once when organizing his kitchen.
“Where do you put your can opener?” 
“Anywhere it fits.”
“Rome, everything needs a home…”
A dark feeling pooled like warm syrup in her chest. She wanted to love him the way he loved her. Cleanly. Uncomplicated.
But she didn’t know where the different versions of her met…and didn’t know if they would split open.
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Day seven.
“I’m going to take you to another planet before enjoying an amazing dinner at Pezzo Perfecto. Bring your bathing suit and an open mind!”
Everything about that afternoon was a bit rushed. They met at his apartment and all that Roman would tell her is that they were a little late and that they had to hustle to get to their appointment.
They were planning on walking to the Distillery District, but ended up hopping on the streetcar. He gave vague hints on the journey. “A little bit of wonder, a little bit of therapy”, he’d said.
When they arrived, they saw a lineup around the block for admittance to the Christmas Market. Roman pulled her to the front of the line, whispered something to the ticket checker and shook his hand, passing something folded from his palm. 
Next thing she knew, she was trying to stick with him through the crowds as he navigated storefronts and shops. Finally, they arrived at a spa.
They were greeted as they entered and given a run down of the facilities specialties. It was a float spa. Elizabeth had never done it before, but she’d heard about it: sensory deprivation tanks, total silence, floating in salt water like a newborn in amniotic fluid. The analogy unsettled her. Roman seemed very excited.
“I figured you could use a break from, well… everything,” he said, brushing a strand of hair behind her ear as they checked in. “Just you and your thoughts. I’ll be floating too. We have a tandem appointment.”
They followed the attendant to the room.
Inside, she undressed and put on a one piece bathing suit. Roman opted to go nude. He took a THC gummy that a friend made for him, and offered her one. She took half. The water was skin temperature. As she laid back and let herself float, she tried to let her mind quiet.
Her body relaxed. Her thoughts did not.
A strange weightlessness settled in, and with it, memories. Not big ones. Small, domestic ones that rose uninvited. Helping her brother clean up after he threw up in bed. Waking up before school to pack lunch for her sister because their mom had worked a double. Running the bath while coaxing a scraped knee into stillness.
She was twelve.
No one called her a mother back then, obviously, but that’s what she had to be with both of her parents working. 
Floating now, arms outstretched in the quiet dark, she felt the same flutter of unease she did when Roman made innocent comments about “someday”. 
She knew he would make a good father. 
That was the problem…
She blinked against the darkness and tried to focus on her breath. 
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Freezing rain was coming down lightly when they left the float spa. The streets were reflecting streetlights like melted glass.
Roman was beaming. He bounced on his heels as they walked, hands deep in his jacket pockets, hair slicked back and holding tight from the salinity of the tank’s water.
“That was insane,” he said, looking at her. “I think that is the closest you can feel to floating through space. Like, wow. My body didn’t exist. I was just… a brain in a jar.”
Elizabeth offered a small smile, tugging at the sleeves of her coat. Her hair was tied in a messy knot. She hated wet hair.
Her expression was hard to read.
Roman tilted his head. “You didn’t like it?”
“I didn’t say that.”
“You’re being quiet.”
“I’m always quiet.”
He looked at her more carefully. “You’re being different quiet.”
She paced up, walking just a little in front of him.
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The restaurant was warmly lit, with exposed brick and cramped seating. He’d made a reservation two weeks before he’d even written the note. It was in a part of town that she used to go to a lot, and Pezzo Perfecto was a favorite of hers.
Roman kept looking at her, studying her face for clues.
“You sure you’re okay?”
“Roman,” she said, her voice low. “Please stop asking.”
He raised his hands slightly. “Okay. Sorry. I just…”
“I know.”
She ordered the carbonara. He ordered the tuna carpaccio. It was good. They both ordered a glass of wine.
She didn’t finish hers.
At one point, while he was eating his tuna, he asked again, gently, “Are you sure nothing’s wrong?”
Elizabeth set her fork down. “Can we not?”
His face dropped slightly. “What do you mean?”
She didn’t say anything and stabbed a piece of pork cheek.
He looked down at his plate. “I just…want to know what you’re feeling.”
“Maybe I don’t know what I’m feeling, Roman. Maybe that’s part of it.”
He nodded, biting the inside of his cheek. “Okay.”
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After dinner, Roman suggested a wine bar around the corner. One with candles on every table and shelves lined with natural wine bottles whose labels looked like indie album covers.
They sat in a booth next to each other. Elizabeth looked around. Then, suddenly:
“Have you been here before?”
Roman blinked. “Uh… yeah. Once.”
“With who?”
He hesitated. “I don’t remember. George? Maybe Paul or Colin?”
Her mouth tightened. “You don’t remember?”
He narrowed his eyes. “What’s going on?”
She swirled her wine slowly, then stared at it. “I just think it’s interesting how often you discover places like this.”
“Like what?”
“Charming, date-y places.”
He sat back. 
“It’s a little convenient. You always seem to have the perfect suggestion.”
“Wait what are you saying? Is that why you’re acting weird? Do you think I’m stepping out?”
“No. I didn’t say that,” she snapped. 
He stared at her, incredulous. “Liz, where is this coming from?”
She didn’t answer. Or maybe she didn’t know.
He let out a low laugh. “Jesus. I was just trying to give you a nice day.”
It stung.
Fuck…I know… 
They finished their drinks in silence. Roman didn’t order a second.
[bookmark: _xzl9zjpobjf1]Chapter 129
The next night Elizabeth’s apartment was stifling. From too many bodies and the oven that had been left on just a little too long. 
Someone had brought a vanilla cake with sliced strawberries and lit candles that dripped wax onto the counter, but otherwise, Elizabeth’s place was spotless. Every surface had been wiped, every throw pillow placed just so.
Roman arrived early to help her set up and spend some time getting to know her younger sister and brother. He brought a bottle of wine and an extra table so they could play drinking games. He was wearing a wool shawl cardigan atop a short sleeve shirt, with levis and boots.
Roman was on buzzer duty and her friends greeted him easily. A colleague from work he had met before, Dave, gave him a half hug and shook his hand warmly. Another, Andrew, made him a drink. 
He was good with her siblings too. Before everyone else showed up and Elizabeth was getting ready, she came out of the bathroom to find Roman sidled up alongside her brother Mark watching a movie. For some reason it prickled Elizabeth how easily he could slip in.
He had asked her brother about school and somehow ended up on movies they both liked. Her sister, Julia, was smiling at something he said. The sight of it hit Elizabeth in a place she didn’t expect. A familiar ache.
She remembered pouring cereal for both of them when they were tiny, taking them to school, sitting at night at the kitchen table helping with math homework.
And now here they were, sitting with a man who would’ve eased that burden if he had been around.
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When the party was in full swing she picked up her polaroid and started snapping photos. Paul and Maria. George and Colin. Andrew and Dave. Her siblings. Even a few selfies with the cake.
Not one with Roman.
He noticed. But said nothing.
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Around 11:30 PM the first of Elizabeth’s more casual friends started to head out. Her younger sister Julia started cleaning up. Roman helped.
By midnight everyone else had left and Elizabeth hung off Roman’s arm for the first time that night, but she still wasn’t looking at him. At least not directly.
Her siblings were spending the night at her apartment, with Elizabeth planning to stay with Roman. They had come in from Markham and getting a Go Train back seemed like a bad idea, especially because Julia had a few drinks and Elizabeth didn’t feel like getting an earful from her mother.
As she was halfway out the door, Elizabeth checked quickly with her brother and sister to make sure they had everything they needed. 
Her and Roman slept closely, but didn’t make love.
[bookmark: _28unazi9xdem]Chapter 130
The next morning Elizabeth went home early to “do laundry and prepare for the work week”. Four days passed without them seeing each other.
Then, a message from Elizabeth.
“Hey, calling to remind you that my company Christmas thing is tomorrow night. It starts at 7 PM, come to mine first if you still plan on coming.”
He knew this to be more than a friendly reminder. It was an expectation.
She had mentioned the party for the first time between days three and four of the birthday week. If he was honest with himself, he wasn’t particularly looking forward to it. Perhaps a few months ago they could’ve made the most of it, but with how different she had been acting, it just felt like a commitment he had to follow through on.
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Around 5:30 PM Roman started out towards Elizabeth’s apartment. It was a wet, slushy night and underneath his peacoat he was wearing a black polo shirt with blue accents. It was tucked into high waisted, pleated slacks with black loafers.
By the time he got to her front door his socks were soaked through. Elizabeth wasn’t done getting ready. She opened the door, gave him a quick “hi” then disappeared back into the washroom drowning out any notion of conversation with her droning hairdryer.
He sat on the couch and counted his breaths.
A full twenty minutes later she came out and offered him a glass of water.
“No thanks,” he said. “I don’t feel like much of anything right now”
“Okayyy thennnn”, she replied, almost contemptuously.
“Do you even care why?” he said. His voice was strained.
Only then did she realize he looked tired. 
“Look, I’ve got to get ready. Just tell me. Why.”
A demand. Not a question.
His voice in reply was light in the way that it was hollow.
“...my uncle had a heart attack.”
She looked at him in the mirror but barely paused dressing. 
“He’s in St. Mike’s. They’re saying surgery is likely. And he’s only now stable. It was pretty bad…”
“Oh,” she said, smoothing her jeans out in the mirror. Clearly not sure what to say.	Comment by Kiran Malik: is this irredeemable?
Roman shifted in his seat. Even the topic of hospitals made him tense since his mother.
“I’m worried about him.” He managed after a beat.
She kept looking at herself in the mirror. “Ugh. Is it obvious that the legs of my jeans are uneven?” 
“Did you hear what I said?” Roman pleaded.
“Why are you even worried? Isn’t that a routine operation?” She was looking at him now. Visibly annoyed. As if this was an inconvenience to her.
He didn’t have the fight in him. Or maybe he was shocked into silence, he didn’t know the difference. He didn’t know this version of Elizabeth. If he was honest, he would admit that it had been some time since he recognized her as the woman he loved.
“Liz, it wasn’t typical. I said it was bad. Don’t you ca-.” Then, “You know…whatever. Let’s just go to your event.”
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When they arrived at the venue he was perfect. Exactly like she would have wanted him to be. Charming. Articulate. He asked all the right questions. Made her colleagues laugh. It was exhausting to watch. And somehow impressive. He had two ciders and she, two small glasses of white.
He was a different person out of her apartment. Elizabeth didn’t know whether to be proud or guilty.
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Afterward, they took a cab to a white elephant party at her friend Andrew’s place. It was around the corner, but it was too slushy to walk and they had just picked up some drinks, even though both of them were feeling buzzed.
It was a townhouse which was a nice change from the usual cramped apartment party. It also had a homier atmosphere, especially when compared with the corporate shindig they were just at.
Andrew’s girlfriend, Brynn, was frantically trying to corral people into the living room. Roman cracked open a beer the second they walked in. Elizabeth poured herself wine and took a jello shot with Maria.
They didn’t fight. Only because they didn’t really speak.
[bookmark: _kn9qgedl997x]#
When there was a lull in conversation Brynn spoke up.
 “Okay, everyone! First off, thanks for coming. Second, welcome to this year’s highly exclusive, holiday tradition: Drunk Elephant”
Colin cheered then hiccuped.
 “Here’s how it works. All of you guys were instructed to bring a bottle, can, six-pack, whatever…in and around ten dollars. The rules are simple. We draw numbers. Lowest number goes first. You can either pick a wrapped gift from the pile or steal something someone else has already opened. If your bottle gets stolen, you get to pick again, or steal from someone else. But importantly, you can’t steal back what was just taken from you. No revenge tequila.”
She looked accusingly at Andrew and Dave chuckled.
 “Each bottle can be stolen a max of three times. But once it hits three, you’re stuck with it.”
George grabbed Maria’s hand and bounced his eyebrows.
“And really, that’s it! Let the games begin”
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After several rounds everyone was left staring at the drinks left in their hands. The surprise twist: You had to finish whatever you got.
Roman had a pack of twelve mixed shots. Each around twenty-two percent ABV. He thought this would be quite manageable.
Looking to the others.
Colin: A six pack of Molson tall boys
George: A mickey of fireball
Maria: A bag of white wine
Andrew: A mickey of vodka and two cans of seltzer water
Dave: Ten standard PBRs
And Elizabeth, who had someone found herself across the room again: Two bottles of red.
Roman finished his shots early. They were sickly sweet, but he had no right to complain. George hated cinnamon and took every opportunity to drunkenly tell Maria how it tasted like “Shet.”
She didn’t hear because she was too busy slapping the bag of wine and taking down as much she could in each gulp.
Roman made the rounds and tried to lighten their loads. Elizabeth declined.
Towards the end of the night everyone was…well stewed. Some more than others, but they were all at least a baseline level of unhinged.
Shirts were off, tongues were loose, and for a minute Elizabeth forgot about their tension and begged for a picture with Roman on her polaroid.
To everyone else, all was well.
As they decoupled after the photo, he caught a glimpse of her wine bottle. She had finished one and was halfway through the second. 
In the next two hours he caught her swaying back and forth more than a handful of times. Finally, Dave walked up to him and gave a nod in her direction. 
“Looks like it might be the end of the night for some of us.”
Just then she came running up to him, and for a moment. A perfect, stupid moment, Roman thought they might be okay. She hugged him and kissed him in front of the party like the old Elizabeth. Then said, “Take me home.”
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Roman called a cab from Brynn’s home phone and agreed upon a pickup spot with the driver. The alcohol had made him clumsy with the receiver. 
Everything was going to be fine.
 They would go home and she would curl into him the way she used to, and tomorrow they would laugh about how drunk they'd been and maybe, just maybe, she would finally tell him what had been wrong between them these past few months.
They waited outside for ten minutes in the brutal cold. Elizabeth leaned into him like dead weight, one arm slung around his shoulder. Her breath was warm against his neck, but tainted with something sour that made his stomach turn. Even though neither of them were sober enough to feel the cold, he rubbed her arms. 
"I'm happy we got a photo together tonight," Roman slurred, the words thick with liquor.
And desperate affection. Christ.
She said nothing.
The silence carved into him. He felt frustration rise hot in his chest, then dissipate into something worse. The hollow ache of being invisible.
“Liz, I've missed you.” 
Still nothing. 
His voice began to crack, tears blurring his vision as months of careful distance and polite conversation finally broke something inside him. 
“Christ Elizabeth. What's been up with us? Where have you been? I can't feel you here with me.”
The question hung in the frozen air between them. Roman held his breath, waiting for her to finally tell him what was wrong. To give him something to fight for, to fix, to understand. Maybe the wine would loosen the vicegrip they were in.
Instead, she stayed silent.
After fifteen seconds that felt like fifteen years, she looked down and murmured something so softly it was almost lost in the fabric of his shirt.
"What?" He leaned down.
She looked up at him with the same green eyes he'd fallen in love with. They were wet with tears that caught the streetlight like broken glass.
"I don't love you anymore."
[bookmark: _x1mo2xn0zssz]Chapter 132: An Ordinary Life - by Roman
Ewan hadn't wanted to go out that night. When the call came earlier that afternoon from James, he was sitting on his couch, still wearing the same clothes from three days ago. He was watching the light change against his wall as the sun moved across the sky. A pathetic way to spend another day.
“Come out tonight. You need to get out of that apartment. It'll be fun.” James said.
He almost said no. But what else was he going to do? Sit at home and listen to the voice in his head tell him all the ways he'd ruin everything? 
“We’re going to the bar on Sault Street!”
At least at a bar, the voice would have competition.
Ewan got up and changed his shirt.
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The bar was loud and warm...and Ewan felt overdressed. He regretted wearing loafers. 
Sitting at the edge of the booth, nursing the same beer for an hour, he watched his brother's friends laugh at jokes he couldn't quite hear. 
"You okay?" Matt nudged him with an elbow.
He nodded. 
How do you tell someone that you feel like you're watching your own life through glass?
“Just tired”
The conversation flowed around him. Sarah was getting promoted. Klaus had started dating a new girl named Sydney. Alex was planning a trip to Europe. 
Normal people living normal lives, moving forward while he remained perfectly still. 
Liam, the big guy, James said he was a rower in college, wanted another round. 
"Let's just take a picture first," Sarah said, holding up her polaroid. "Before Alex gets blackout and actually talks to a girl."
Great…
They crowded together outside the bar, arms slung over shoulders, faces flushed with alcohol and artificial warmth. The newest addition, Ewan found himself holding Sarah's phone, backing up to frame everyone properly.
Everyone looked so comfortable with each other. 
Ewan smiled. The first real smile he'd managed in weeks, though it felt like wearing a mask. 
He took another step backward. The crosswalk signal showed a white walking figure, crisp and clear against the night. 
He raised the camera, finger on the shutter button, when he noticed Sarah and Ewan pointing and yelling. 
Something's wrong. What did I do? I always-
He didn't even have time to turn his head before a horn blared and the world exploded into light and sound.
But at least the voices were quiet.
Finally.
[bookmark: _1o4e6f5rtcx5]Chapter 133: Roman POV
A tap of a horn snapped Roman’s head upwards. The cab.
He moved on autopilot. The immediate mission. 
Get her home safe. That's what you do. You take care of the person you love, even when they've just…
His mind fought its way back.
She didn't mean it. She's drunk. She's hurt about something and she's lashing out. This isn't real. It can’t be real.
But the words had come out so quietly. Not screamed in anger or sobbed in pain. Just placed there for him, like a glass of water on a nightstand.
In the cab, Roman fastened both their seatbelts with shaking hands. Elizabeth was already slumping against the window, eyes closed, face turned away from him. Even unconscious, she was turning away.
The driver was tense. Roman caught his eye in the rearview mirror and tried to project control.
Between the sharp turns, Elizabeth's eyes would flutter and the driver would bark warnings about cleaning fees. But Roman couldn't hear anything over the echo in his skull.
I don't love you anymore.
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Each repetition carved the words deeper, until they felt like part of him.
Halfway through the trip, Roman realized with sober clarity that she couldn't be left alone, no matter how much he wanted to run from everything that just happened.
As the cab stopped in front of his building, Elizabeth proved him right. She couldn't walk on her own. Roman pulled her from the car, his body moving through the motions while his mind stayed frozen on the sidewalk outside her friend’s townhouse.
His wallet fell onto the seat as he lifted her. The driver started pulling away, forcing Roman to choose. Put her down on the wet, cold pavement and chase it, or hold onto her. 
There was no real choice.
He adjusted Elizabeth closer to his chest and watched the cab disappear with everything practical he owned. Some distant part of him noted the irony. Losing everything to hold onto someone who didn’t want him.
Fumbling with his keys while supporting her weight, Roman finally got the door open just as Elizabeth mumbled something about needing to throw up. He maneuvered her to the bathroom.
"This is the worst thing ever," she mumbled into the toilet bowl. 
…
"I'm here," Roman said automatically, gathering her hair and holding it back from her face. His hands were gentle, steady. The same hands that had held her through every vulnerability she'd ever shown him.
But even as he said the words, he knew they weren't entirely true. He was there physically, but some essential part of him, the part that had believed in them, in their future, in the photo album he'd been planning to fill with memories of their life together…that part died on the sidewalk.
He stayed with her through the night because that's what you do. He got her water, made sure she was breathing, then collapsed beside her fully clothed.
Every time he closed his eyes, he heard her voice.
I don't love you anymore.
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Dawn crept through the windows. The room was too warm, too bright, and thick with the sour smell of alcohol and vomit. Roman's head felt like it was splitting in half, but physical pain was nothing.
I don't love you anymore.
He had to move. Had to do something before the weight of those words crushed him. Roman slipped off the bed, away from Elizabeth, and grabbed whatever clothes he could find.
I don't love you anymore.
The words chased him into the elevator, out onto the frozen street. The cold air hit him like a slap, shocking his lungs into spasm.
He walked east without thinking, movement taking precedence over direction. Somewhere along the way, muscle memory kicked in and he found himself buying a Gatorade and a breakfast sandwich. Not for himself. He couldn't imagine eating ever again. For her. 
The walk home gave him time to construct elaborate fantasies: She hadn't meant it. She'd been talking about something else. He'd misheard. She'd say it was a mistake, that she was sorry, that she loved him more than ever.
By the time he reached his building, Roman had almost convinced himself it had been a bad dream.
Then he looked down at the sandwich and Gatorade in his hands. Physical evidence of his morning walk. Proof that he'd needed to escape, confirmation that it had really happened.
I don't love you anymore.
The words hit him fresh, like hearing them for the first time. His hands were shaking.
It happened. She said it. 
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Elizabeth was exactly where she was when he left. Facedown in the pillow, hair matted with sweat, breathing shallow but steady. She looked like something precious that had been dropped.
Roman stood at the side of the bed studying her face. Trying to find the woman who had once looked at him like he was the whole world. But it was like staring at a painting that someone plastered over. He could almost see what used to be there, but the new image was all wrong.
She sensed his presence and groaned, the sound going straight through him. Before, that little noise would have made him want to crawl back into bed and hold her until she felt better. 
Now, he turned away, unable to watch her face as consciousness returned.
“Water.”
The single word hit him like a physical blow. Not “good morning” or “I'm sorry” or “about last night”. Just a demand for water.
Roman opened the Gatorade without speaking and handed it to her, careful not to let their fingers touch. She propped herself up, drank, then collapsed back down with her arm over her eyes. Hiding from him. Or something.
Roman lowered himself and perched on the edge of the bed like a visitor in his own room. 
“You don't remember?” The question came out steadier than he felt.
Elizabeth didn't answer immediately. When she finally blinked and looked at him, her face was puffy with sleep.
“What?”
One word. As if she could make this go away by playing innocent. As if he might just drop it and forget it.
Roman felt something cold settle in his stomach. She was going to lie to him. After everything. After carrying her home and holding her hair while she was sick. After staying awake all night watching her breathe. She was going to look him in the eye and lie.
“Last night.” He kept his voice neutral, giving her one more chance to be honest.
She rolled to her side, and for a moment he thought she might tell the truth. “I remember the party and the wine.”
Liar. 
The word echoed in his head so loudly it shocked him.
“What you said.” He watched her face carefully, looking for any flicker of recognition, any sign that she remembered destroying him.
Instead, she reached for him with both arms like nothing had happened. “Come here, come hold me.”
The casual intimacy of it was obscene. Roman actually laughed. A short, broken sound that surprised them both. She wanted to cuddle. After telling him she didn't love him, after making him question everything. She wanted to pretend they were still the kind of people who cuddled in the morning.
He pulled away, the movement automatic and final.
“No.” Sharp as a knife.
“You really don't remember?"
Her brow softened in what might have been genuine confusion. Or might have been the best performance of her life.
“What did I say?”
Roman turned his eyes to the floor. He couldn't look at her.
She sat up slowly.
“You said…you said you didn't love me.”
Silence stretched between them like a chasm. Roman counted his heartbeats.
One, two, three, four…
He looked up to see her mouth opening and closing. He was watching someone drown in air.
There it is. 
Recognition.
“I was drunk.” The excuse came out small and automatic.
“I know.”
Of course you were drunk. We were both drunk. 
She rubbed her temples. “I don't even remember saying it.”
I can see it in your eyes. You remember.
Roman stood abruptly and walked to the window. He pulled the curtain open, letting harsh sunlight flood the room, then let it drop. The brightness hurt his eyes.
“I didn't mean it,” Elizabeth said behind him, her voice suddenly small and desperate.
Roman nodded once, sharp and bitter. 
“I didn't.” She said it again, stronger this time, like repetition could make it true.
He turned but couldn't meet her eyes. Looking at her face. The face he'd kissed goodbye countless times.
“You said it. That means something.”
The words came out harsher than he'd intended, but Roman was past caring about delivery. 
Elizabeth pulled her knees to her chest, making herself small. “Does it?”
Does it? Does it matter that the woman I love told me she stopped loving me back? Does it matter that I've been pouring my heart into someone who's…
Roman exhaled slowly, trying to keep his voice level. “It doesn't come out of nowhere.”
Because that was the truth that was killing him. Those words had been living inside her, growing like a tumor, waiting for the right moment to press on his heart.
“That's not fair,” she whispered.
Fair.
Roman felt something snap inside his chest. She was talking about fairness while sitting in his bed, drinking the Gatorade he'd bought her, after he'd spent the night making sure she didn't choke on her own vomit.
"Oh? You don't think it's fair that I remember the worst thing you ever said to me? Even if you don't?"
His voice cracked on the last words, months of careful control finally breaking down. This is what she'd reduced him to: A man begging his girlfriend to acknowledge the pain she'd caused him.
"I was drunk," she said again, so softly it was almost a whisper.
I know that. 
"You said that already." This time his voice was sharp enough to cut. 
Stop pretending this isn't real.
"You were drunk, but you were still you."
The words hung in the air like a verdict. Roman felt sick, his pulse pounding so hard he could hear it in his ears. Because he was right, and they both knew it. 
Elizabeth got out of bed and reached for him, her palm hovering between his shoulder blades like she was approaching a wild animal. The gesture was so tentative, so careful. Nothing like the confident way she used to touch him when she was sure of his love.
Roman moved away before she could make contact. He couldn't bear the false comfort of her touch, couldn't pretend that physical intimacy could bridge the emotional chasm she'd opened between them.
"Do you want to break up?" The question came out steady, almost businesslike. Roman was proud of how normal he sounded, even as his world disintegrated around him.
A long pause. Long enough for hope to bloom in his chest like a poison flower. 
Maybe she would fight for them. Maybe she would…
"I don't know."
Roman's face tensed as every remaining hope crumbled to ash. 
"Do you?" she asked, turning the question back on him like she was buying time.
Roman looked at her. Someone who could destroy him and then ask if he wanted to be destroyed. 
"I think we can work through anything," he said quietly. "But that stops being true if you don't love me."
The logic was brutal and simple. You couldn't fix a relationship when only one person was still in it.
"No, I'm sorry..." Her voice caught, and for a moment she sounded like the woman he'd fallen in love with. "That wasn't true at all...I do love you."
Roman kept his voice steady even as something inside him withered completely. 
"Then, why say it?"
Elizabeth opened her mouth to answer, then closed it. Opened it again. The silence stretched between them for a moment too long. Long enough for Roman to understand that she didn't have an answer. Or that she did have an answer, and it was one she couldn't bring herself to say out loud.
Roman looked at the woman he thought he knew and felt something die in his chest. Not love. That would take longer to kill, unfortunately. But hope. Trust. The belief that they could survive anything as long as they were honest with each other.
She had taken that belief and murdered it on a frozen sidewalk.
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For Elizabeth there was no relief in waking. Only a clawing in her throat and an immediate, animal understanding.
Her heart was a war drum against her chest wall, and her mouth tasted like it was coated in blood. Each swallow felt like it was scraping her throat raw. 
Cold sweat slicked her skin, turning the sheets clammy and rank overnight. The room spun sickeningly around her, tilting and swaying like she was still drunk, still falling through the wreckage.
The hangover felt like divine punishment, her own body turning against her for what she'd done. Nausea rolled through her in sickening waves, and she curled tighter into herself.
What have I done…
She squeezed her eyes shut, desperate to push back the moment when memory would come for her. The morning light was relentless, pressing against her eyelids with the weight of judgment.
Where did you go?
Roman's absence was more present than his body had ever been. A black hole that pulled at her like gravity. The mattress seemed to mourn him, holding the ghost of his warmth in its fibers.
She tried to picture what must have happened. Him sitting on the edge of the bed in the dark after she'd collapsed. Maybe he had touched her hair one last time before falling asleep beside her. Maybe he'd said a goodbye of his own.
Her breathing was the only sound in the apartment. It came in sharp little gasps. Her hands trembled beneath the covers, fingers twitching with manic energy that had nowhere to go. Acid eating through every attempt at rational thought.
"I miss you, Liz. I miss us. I know we've been struggling, but I love you so much it physically hurts sometimes."
Was that what he said? 
The fragments assembled themselves slowly, each memory a shard of glass working its way to the surface: Roman's laugh warming her on the walk to the restaurant. His hand searching for hers across the table. The way he'd looked at her like she was still worth loving, even after months of her pulling away.
Then, standing in the bitter cold while his breath formed clouds between them, his voice cracking like ice as he laid his heart bare.
Where have you been? I can’t feel you here with me.
The memory of his vulnerability made her stomach clench. She could see his face so clearly. Open, terrified. Offering her everything he had left to give. Then.
God, please no.
Her own voice: “I don't love you anymore.”
The memory detonated. Elizabeth's eyes flew open and a sound tore from her throat. Part gasp, part sob. Her vision blurred as hot tears spilled over, the weight of what she'd done crushing down on her.
But worse was the memory of the moment after. The flash of something that might have been relief. 
She had hurt him deliberately. With the one thing guaranteed to destroy him completely.
The pillow still smelled like him. Rose and clean skin and safety. Elizabeth pressed her face into it and felt her soul tear itself in half. A keening sound escaped her, raw and animal, the cry of something dying.
When the front door whispered open, every muscle in Elizabeth's body turned to stone. She held her breath, listening to his careful movements through their apartment. Each footstep was measured, cautious.
She could feel the weight of his presence even from the bedroom, but it was different now. Guarded. Like he was moving through a house where someone or something had died.
Roman appeared in the doorway. Her mind went back to the Gallery balcony, but now his shoulders were rigid with self-protection, not determination. His jaw set in a way that made her want to disappear. 
“Water.” The word escaped before conscious thought, desperate and pathetic.
As if she could reduce this apocalypse to simple biology. As if hydration could wash the poison from her mouth.
Roman handed her Gatorade. Quickly, efficiently, avoiding contact. His fingers curved away from hers with careful precision, that distance was worse than anything he could say.
Since they had met, he had never, never, withheld his touch. Even during their worst fights, his hands had always found their way back to hers. This careful avoidance was how she knew she'd finally broken something. Maybe irreparably. 
Elizabeth drank. Her mind ricocheted through possibilities, searching frantically for escape routes. She could lie.
Maybe I can still fix this. Maybe if I'm convincing enough…
The hope was pathetic, but it was oxygen to her, and she was drowning.
“You don't remember?” 
Roman's voice was level.
This was her chance to rewrite history, to stuff the words back into her throat where they belonged.
“What?”
The lie slithered out like something oily. She watched his face with microscopic intensity, desperate for any flicker of belief. But Roman's dark eyes remained steady.
“Last night.”
The noose tightened around her throat. Elizabeth manufactured confusion, tilting her head like someone trying to catch hold of a fading dream. "I remember the party and the wine."
Please God please let me take it back.
But Roman's gaze never wavered. He was studying her with focused attention.
“What you said.”
The words hit her solar plexus like a fist. Her palms turned slick with cold sweat, her pulse hammering so hard she could feel it in her temples.
She reached for him with both arms, desperation making her movements clumsy and grasping. "Come here...."
Touch me, hold me, let me pretend this isn't real.
But Roman stepped backward. That small retreat sent shockwaves through her nervous system. 
"No.” He said. 
Then, “You really don't remember?"
His voice had crystallized into something harder, sharper. Like he'd finally seen her true face and found it wanting.
Elizabeth felt reality tilting beneath her. The performance was failing.
"What did I say?"
The question came out fractured, barely a whisper. 
Roman stared at her for an eternity, and she could see him making calculations. Honesty against mercy, truth against the possibility of salvaging something.
"You said you didn't love me."
The memory crashed over her in devastating clarity: Roman's face transforming from hope to devastation in slow motion. The way he'd gone absolutely still, like an animal playing dead. The sound that had escaped him. Pain.
She had wanted to hurt him. 
What kind of person does that make me?
"I was drunk," she whispered, the excuse tasting like ash.
"I know."
Roman's steadiness was more terrifying than screaming would have been. 
"I didn't mean it," Elizabeth cracked. But even as she said it, she could hear the lie in her own voice.
Roman shook his head slowly. "You said it. That means something."
The finality in his voice made her want to claw at the walls. Elizabeth felt something fundamental break inside her. It was her understanding of who she was. Who she was capable of being.
"That's not fair," she whispered, but the words dissolved.
"Fair?" Roman's composure shattered for a second. 
"You think it's unfair that I remember the moment you told me you stopped loving me? That I can't just forget the worst thing anyone's ever said to me?"
His voice cracked on the last word, and Elizabeth saw moisture gathering in his eyes. The first real emotion he'd shown since walking back through their door.
The sight of it was agonizing. She had done this. She had taken Roman: Gentle, devoted Roman who ordered her favourite chocolates from overseas, and taught him what it felt like to have his heart torn out by the person who was supposed to protect it.
"I was drunk," she said again, desperate.
"You said that already."
Roman's voice was hollow now, emptied of everything that had once made it warm. He looked at her like he didn’t know who she was.
"You were drunk, but you were still you."
He’s right. Unforgivably right. 
She had been disappearing into his vision of their future. Instead of finding the courage to talk about it, to work through it together, she had chosen pain. 
"Do you want to break up?" Roman asked, his voice barely audible.
The question hung between them. Elizabeth understood that her answer would determine not just their future, but who she was going to choose to be.
She looked at him and saw his devotion staring back at her. Roman, who remembered all the small things about her. Roman who had spent the past week creating perfect moments because he thought their love was worth saving.
Elizabeth opened her mouth to fight for them, to promise better things.
What emerged instead was the most honest thing she'd said all morning:
"I don't know."
The words fell into the silence like stones into deep water. 
She had always thought of herself as kind. As someone who protected the people she cared about. But kindness, she realized, wasn't just about gentle words and thoughtful gestures.
Real kindness would have been honest conversations months ago. Real kindness would not have involved slowly pulling away for months. Real kindness would h--
Another cold flash.
His uncle. The heart attack.
Real kindness would have meant not trying to antagonize you into breaking up with me first.
She had chosen to stay, fester and explode, shredding Roman's heart with her shrapnel.
The morning light continued streaming through their window, illuminating this new version of herself. Someone she had never intended to become but could no longer deny she was.
Someone who could break the people who loved her and then lie about it to save herself. Someone she would have to live with.
[bookmark: _5w5crnfveops]Chapter 135: Shared POV
I don’t know.
The answer had Roman pacing around the apartment, chuckling to himself. A mix of disbelief and astonishment. Elizabeth sat still. Then she broke the silence between them. 
"Do you think this is working?"
The question hung in the air like smoke from a house fire. Acrid, suffocating, impossible to ignore. 
No. It's not working. It hasn't been working since the moment you said those five words on the sidewalk.
But he couldn't say that. Not when saying it out loud would make it real, would turn this into an actual ending.
Roman inhaled slowly. The breath felt like surrendering something vital.
"I can’t give you what you need." she said, her voice even softer now, threading through the silence like a needle through skin.
“You are what I need”, he said pleading.
“I don’t want kids, Rome. Me…just me… I…wouldn’t be enough.”
Roman froze. The room tilted.
“I thought this all might be easier if you hated me."
The words tasted like ash in her mouth. 
As if any of this could be easy. As if there was a simple way to dismantle love, to untangle our lives without leaving everything in ruins.
He exhaled again, a slow, measured breath, nodding slightly. Because some treacherous part of him understood exactly what she meant. 
Hate would be clean. 
Hate would let him stop hoping for something that was already dead.
Neither of them moved.
They sat both knowing it was over but neither brave enough to be the one to say it. Roman felt like he was watching himself from a great distance, observing this pathetic man who couldn't even end his own suffering properly.
Just say we're done and let her go.
But his mouth wouldn't form the words. Because saying them would mean accepting that he'd failed.
She started packing up her things with mechanical efficiency. Roman watched her erasing herself from his space one possession at a time.
The way she carelessly discarded her toothbrush was an unparalleled violence in his mind. The clang of the plastic handle hitting the metal bin rang out like a gunshot. That toothbrush had lived next to his. Such a small thing, but it had been proof that she belonged here, that they were building something together.
I don't love you anymore.
The memory hit him fresh, and suddenly he was cold again.
Before leaving, they sat by his front door like mourners at their own funeral, unbelieving of what had just happened. It felt like a dream, or a nightmare, or whatever existed in the space between waking and sleeping where nothing made sense but everything hurt.
There hadn't been a real fight. No screaming, no thrown objects, no dramatic declarations. She never got to slam the door. There was just this quiet dissolution, this civil dismantling of everything they'd been.
Worse, so much worse, he walked her home. They held hands like they always had. Roman's fingers intertwined with hers automatically.
When he left her for good at her apartment door, she said she loved him. That he had changed her more than she imagined was possible. That she was forever grateful to him. That she would never forget him.
The words felt like coins placed over a dead man's eyes. A ritual payment for passage to somewhere he couldn't follow.
He said it back.
[bookmark: _omr6p6g7n339]Chapter 136: Elizabeth's POV - The Sacrifice
Elizabeth stared down at her hands, memorizing the way her fingers looked intertwined in her lap. Anything to avoid seeing the hope in Roman's eyes. Hope she was about to extinguish like a candle in the rain.
"Do you think this is working?"
She knew the answer. Had known it for weeks.
It's not working because I'm not working. 
She could feel Roman's silence stretching between them, heavy with the weight of everything they weren't saying. He was probably searching for the right words to save them, to find some solution.
Even now, he's still trying to fix this. To fix me.
The realization was a knife between her ribs. Roman would never give up on them. Not because he was stubborn, but because giving up wasn't in his nature. He would keep pouring himself into this relationship until there was nothing left of him.
“I thought it might be easier if you hated me.”
The words slipped out. Because it would be easier, so much easier, if he could look at her with disgust instead of the love that made her feel like a monster.
If he hated her, he could walk away clean. He could tell his friends what a terrible person she was, how she'd wasted his time, how he was better off without her. He could move on and find someone who would cherish his acts of love and laugh at his jokes and not spend every moment feeling like she was failing some test she didn't know she was taking.
Instead, she saw him nod. That small, understanding gesture that meant he saw right through her to the small girl inside her. It was one of the things she'd loved about him and one of the things that made this impossible.
Elizabeth forced herself to stand. Each item she packed felt like amputating a piece of her heart. When she got to her toothbrush, her hands stilled, but only for a moment. Then she threw it hard into the trash with more force than necessary, the clang of plastic against metal making Roman flinch. 
Good. 
Maybe if she could make him angry, make him see her as careless and cruel, it would hurt less when she left.
I'm doing this for you!
She wanted to scream. 
I'm setting you free even if it kills me.
But she couldn't say that without explaining why she couldn't be the person he needed, and that conversation would only make everything worse. How could she tell him that his love felt like a beautiful cage? That she wasn’t sure she wanted the same things? 
How could she explain that when he talked about their future…the children he assumed they would have, she felt something inside her recoil? Not because the vision wasn't beautiful, but because she couldn't see herself in it. That she couldn't imagine being the mother he’d want her to be, not after practically raising her siblings and putting her own life on hold. 
Not again, so soon. 
She woke up every morning feeling like she was drowning in his love, not because it wasn't wonderful, but because she didn’t know if she could never give him the things he wanted. Could never pursue them with the same desperate certainty.
I love him more than I've ever loved anyone. That's exactly why I have to do this.
The thought was both truth and justification. 
They never talked about it directly. Roman always just assumed, and she never denied. He talked about kids with a kind of glowing certainty. A certainty that increased the pressure in her chest that much more each time. Over the last few months it had been ripping her apart so savagely, it triggered panic attacks.
She tried. So very hard.
Tried to imagine herself pregnant. Tried to picture holding their child…but the image never came into focus. All she could see was herself failing at something Roman needed her to succeed at. 
They sat by his front door afterward. 
Elizabeth wanted to memorize this moment. Not because it was precious, but because she knew she'd spend years wondering if she'd made the right choice. The way the afternoon light fell across Roman's face. The way his hands rested on his knees like he was afraid to reach for her. 
I'm going to miss you for the rest of my life.
The thought hit her with stunning clarity. This wasn't a break she could come back from. This was her choosing to walk away from the best thing that had ever happened to her because she loved him too much to risk hurting him more later.
When Roman offered to walk her home, Elizabeth almost said no. It would be easier to make a clean break, to disappear from his life without the prolonged agony of his gentleness. But some selfish part of her wanted these last few minutes, wanted to hold his hand one more time and pretend they were just two people in love taking a walk. 
Because they were.
This is the last time. Remember this. Remember how his hand feels in yours.
They walked in silence through the familiar streets, Elizabeth cataloging every detail while her mind tortured her with alternate futures. In another life, maybe she would want what he wanted. Maybe she would dream of their children having his eyes, his gentle nature. 
You're going to be okay without me. You're going to find someone who wants the same things you do. 
The thought should have brought relief, but instead it carved another piece from her heart. Somewhere out there was a woman who would give Roman everything Elizabeth couldn't.
At her apartment door, Roman hesitated. Elizabeth could see him trying to figure out the moment.
“Roman.” His name felt like goodbye in her mouth.
He looked at her with those dark eyes that had always seen her for her. Elizabeth felt herself cracking.
Don't say it. Don't make this harder than it already is.
Looking at his face. With the patience and love and confusion written there, she couldn't maintain the lie. Couldn't let him think she was leaving because she didn't care, when the truth was so much more complicated and devastating.
“I need you to know,” she whispered, her voice breaking on every word. “I love you. More than I've ever loved anyone. More than I thought it was possible to love another person.”
“You changed me in ways I didn't know I could be changed,” she continued, the words spilling out like blood from a wound.
“I'm forever grateful to you. For seeing me. For loving me so completely.”
“I will never love anyone the way I love you,” she whispered, the admission torn from some deep place she'd tried to keep locked away. 
She watched understanding dawn on his face. That she loved him enough to leave. 
"I love you too," Roman said quietly, and Elizabeth heard everything he wasn't saying: I don't understand. I would have tried harder. I could have changed.
She kissed him then, one last time, tasting salt and regret and the ghost of every future together. Roman kissed her back with desperate tenderness. Elizabeth felt her heart break.
This is the most loving thing I've ever done. But it may kill me.
Elizabeth pulled away and walked through her front door without looking back, because if she saw Roman's face one more time, she'd lose it all. She'd run back to him and pretend she could be the woman he wanted.
I love you enough to be the villain in your story if it means you get a happy ending with someone else.
She leaned against her closed door and finally let herself cry freely for everything she'd just given up, and everything she'd just set free.
[bookmark: _hawoexlgxila]Chapter 137: Elizabeth, Aftermath	Comment by Kiran Malik: rewrite
The bank teller smiled at Elizabeth the same way she always had, but everything felt different now. 
“Do you need a bag?”
Elizabeth nodded and took her receipt. 
She walked to the grocery store past the coffee shop where Roman had dropped in on her one afternoon. The crosswalk where he'd given her the shirt off his back during a sudden rainstorm. The bookstore where he'd bought her a novel she'd mentioned wanting to read, just because he'd been listening.
Stop. This was you. You don't get to be sad about the consequences.
At home, Elizabeth moved through her evening routine like a ghost haunting her own life. Dinner for one. Tea for one. The painting, pink peonies in spring, Roman had hung in her living room caught the evening light, and she stared at it until her eyes watered.
She couldn't bring herself to move it. Just like she couldn't bring herself to rearrange the coffee table they'd positioned together. His table, that he brought over for her birthday party and never took back.
I could call him and ask…
No. She shouldn’t. Couldn’t.
Elizabeth knew she would not be able to continue like this. She needed a distraction.
She enrolled in CPA courses at U of T, throwing herself into balance sheets and tax codes because numbers didn't remind her of him. Numbers were clean, logical, predictable. Numbers didn't look at you with patient eyes and ask what was wrong when you couldn't even explain it to yourself.
[bookmark: _pj4o5d9hpeda]#
"You look thin," Maria said, sliding into the booth across from her at their usual café. "Are you eating?"
Elizabeth picked at her ‘greenhouse-grown’ salad. “I'm fine.”
“That's what you always say.” Maria's voice was gentle but persistent. “How are you really doing?”
Dying. Drowning.
“I know it was the right thing to do,” Elizabeth said instead, the words feeling rehearsed. “We wanted different things. It would have been worse later.”
Maria studied her face with the kind of attention that made Elizabeth want to hide. 
“Have you talked to anyone else about this?”
Elizabeth's stomach clenched. “Not really.”
She'd been avoiding her mother's calls for two weeks, knowing that conversation would be impossible to navigate.
[bookmark: _wwyo0xmgo27k]#
The conversation with Renee came first, over orange wine on the floor of Elizabeth's living room.
“I don’t really get it,” Renee said, curled up on a pillow. “He was all over you. You were happy.”
Elizabeth stared into her wine glass. “Happy isn't enough if you want different things.”
“What things?”
“Kids.” The word came out clipped.
Renee was quiet for a long moment. “Liz, you're twenty-six. You don't have to have kids right now.”
“It's more complicated than that.”
[bookmark: _ggr5qikwuxyh]#
Her mother called on a Tuesday evening while Elizabeth was grading practice problems for her accounting class.
“I haven't heard from you in weeks,” her mother said without preamble. “Are you avoiding me?”
“No mom, I've been busy with coursework.”
“Elizabeth.” Her mother's voice carried that particular tone that meant she wasn't going to be deflected. “What's going on? You sound different.”
The words came out before Elizabeth could stop them. “Roman and I…”
Silence stretched across the phone line. Then, “Oh. What happened?”
“We just... we wanted different things.”
“Different things?” Her mother's confusion was evident. “What kind of different things? Your father wasn’t the biggest fan, but I liked that boy. I thought things were going well.”
“They- they were. But it wasn't going to work long-term.”
“Why not? He seemed lovely. Respectful. Had a good job-”
“Mom, it's complicated.”
“Complicated how? Elizabeth, did he do something?”
Yes. He loved me.
“No, he didn't do anything wrong.”
“Then I don't understand.” Her mother's voice was getting sharper, more frustrated. 
She closed her eyes. “We just wanted different things.”
“Different how?”
“Kids, mom. He wanted kids.”
“Oh Elizabeth, you're wonderful with children. Look how you helped raise your brothers and sister.”
The words knocked the wind out of her.
That's exactly why I can't—
“That's different,” she managed.
“How is it different?”
Elizabeth felt tears burning her eyes, frustration and hurt and years of unspoken resentment bubbling to the surface. 
Her mother had no idea. No idea what it had cost Elizabeth to be another parent. No idea that the thought of doing it again felt like drowning.
“It just is.”
The line went dead for a few seconds.
“Well, I think you made a mistake.” Her mother's voice was flat, disappointed. “I think you threw away something good because you're scared”
Everything went blurry. Fuzzy.
Elizabeth had expected her mother to be sad, maybe confused, but not this. Not judgment. Not the implication that Elizabeth had failed.
You made me this way. 
But she couldn't say that. Couldn't explain that every time Roman talked about having children, she saw herself at sixteen, helping with homework and packing lunches and being the adult when their actual parents were too tired or overwhelmed. 
“I have to go, Mom.”
“Elizabeth-”
She hung up and sat in the silence of her apartment, staring at the painting until it blurred through her tears. Disappointment felt like betrayal.
[bookmark: _1h7cblgiofj8]#
Later that afternoon, Elizabeth ran into Matthew McFadden at the coffee shop near her work. Roman's coworker. Someone she'd met at a few ‘offsite’ happy hours. His face lit up when he saw her. She worried hers was still puffy from earlier.
“Elizabeth, hey! Good to see you, how are you?”
Her throat went dry. 
His colleagues didn't know. 
“I'm good,” she managed. “How are you?”
“Great, thanks. Hey, is Roman coming to the team retreat next month? He's been so buried in work lately, I barely see him. He's been putting in crazy hours.”
Roman, burying himself in work. Roman, avoiding his colleagues. 
“I'm…not sure…,” she heard herself saying.
“Ok, well, tell him I say hi”
Elizabeth nodded and escaped as quickly as she could, her hands shaking as she walked away. She ducked into a small alleyway and stood with her back against a brick wall. Fighting for breath.
[bookmark: _8o63iygrtrg9]Chapter 138: Roman, Aftermath (Mid-Late Jan ‘92)
Roman filled his days.
The office became his new home. He started arriving at 7:30 AM, staying until 9 PM, taking work home on weekends. His colleagues commented on his dedication. His boss praised his initiative. Everyone said he was really ‘stepping up’.
None of them knew he was just running.
“Drinks after work on Thursday?” Colin had asked earlier in the week. “When's the last time you did something that wasn't work?”
Roman couldn't remember. The weeks since Elizabeth had blurred into a cycle of productivity and exhaustion.
A bar would be loud and crowded. Perfect.
Colin ordered them beers and immediately launched into some story. It didn’t last long enough.
“Your turn,” Colin said. “What's going on with you and Elizabeth? Haven't seen her around lately.”
“I’ve been meaning to tell you…we broke up.”
“Ah damn, I’m sorry. When?”
“Few weeks ago.”
Colin didn’t get upset it took him this long to say anything. Just waited for more details.
Roman gave none. Just drank his beer and watched the game on the TV above the bar. 
At home, he'd started upgrading things. A new couch, better TV, artwork. Everyone said the place looked great. More homey. Like he was really making it his own. Late at night, alone in his upgraded space, all he could picture was Elizabeth in someone else's arms. Laughing at his jokes. Looking at the guy the way she used to look at him.
The thought made him sick, but he couldn't stop torturing himself with it. 
She was beautiful, smart, funny…of course someone else would want her. Of course she'd move on. Maybe she already had. Maybe that's why she'd seemed so distant those last few months.
Maybe there had been someone else.
[bookmark: _6tlz5uc2az19]#
After the holidays spent with his dad and brother, Roman was back in the city, at another bar called The Confessionary, with Colin and Paul.
He was half-listening to their conversation, half engrossed in his own ruminations.
Someone else. Damn it what if there was someone else.
Then a tall woman with blonde hair and blueish green eyes walked past the table.
Fuck it.
He recognized her from his office’s elevator. Through conversations with her colleagues, he knew her name was Jessica. She was an account executive at some tech startup. He asked her once if she would let him buy her a drink if he could guess her name.
It turned into five drinks and an offer for her to test out his quadraphonic speaker setup.
In his bedroom, with her hands on his chest and her mouth on his neck, Roman tried to lose himself. Tried to focus on the present moment. Tried and failed miserably
Afterward, lying next to her, not touching, Roman felt dirty.
“You seem distracted,” she said softly. “Everything okay?”
He should say yes. Should play the part of a normal guy having a casual hookup. Instead, he heard himself talking about Elizabeth. About how she'd left. About how he couldn't stop wondering what she was doing.
Jessica listened patiently for a while, then sat up and looked at him.
“Roman, you know that you're still completely hung up on her.”
Roman felt his face burn with shame. “I'm sorry, I-”
“Don't apologize. Just... maybe deal with your shit before you sleep with other people?”
She wasn't cruel about it, but she made it clear how she felt. She got dressed quickly and left. 
[bookmark: _13yq4n8fw2my]#
"Ah Roman," George said. “One of these times you should surprise me”
“Oh? And how would I do that?”
“By not looking like complete crep”. 
Roman had been avoiding these meetups. But George had been persistent, and Roman was running out of excuses.
He sighed. “Thanks as always.”
“Brother, when was the last time you slept?”
Roman stirred his beer with his pinky finger and watched the foam head swirl. “I'm fine.”
“Right. Right. That's why you look like you've been hit by an eighteen wheeler.”
“Elizabeth and I broke up,” Roman said finally.
George nodded like he already knew. 
Maria, probably. Was that why he was so hellbent on getting me out for a drink?
“Want to talk?”
No. I want to pretend it never happened.
“Not really.”
“I'm here if you change your mind. Or if you just want to get hammered.”
They sat there for a while.
“Can I ask you something?” George said first.
Roman nodded.
“Are you taking care of yourself? Actually taking care of yourself, not just staying busy?”
Roman considered lying, but was too tired.
“I'm trying.”
“How?”
“I upgraded my apartment. I've been going out more.”
George gave him a look that said he wasn't buying any of it.
Roman thought about Jessica.
“...It’s not going great,” he admitted.
“Maybe a different approach is in order?”
“I don't know how else to do this,” Roman said quietly.
“You could start by admitting it sucks.”
“What?”
“Just say it”
“What are you talking about?”
“Just say it sucks. She left. You’re allowed to feel shitty about it.”
Roman stared into his beer.
“You know? It does suck,” Roman said, the words feeling strange in his mouth.
“It really fucking sucks.”
“There you go.” George said, ordering two more pints.
[bookmark: _mtfs5tc30jv]Chapter 139: An Ordinary Life - by Roman
Ewan wanted to throw something heavy at the physical therapist’s face.
“Good, Ewan. Now just lift your right foot and take a step forward.”
As if it were that simple. 
He gripped the parallel bars until his knuckles went white. The metal was cold and unforgiving, like everything else in the fluorescent-lit hell they called a rehabilitation center. IT had been three months since the accident. Since he was hit by a truck taking a photograph of people infinitely happier than him.
“I can't.” The words came out sharp.
“You can,” she said, her patience apparently infinite. “You did it yesterday. Remember? Four steps.”
Fine. Four steps. 
Ewan closed his eyes and tried to summon the rage that had carried him through the first month in the hospital. The fury at the truck driver. The anger at his own body for betraying him. The white-hot resentment at James for making him go out that night.
But the rage was gone, replaced by something worse: the slow, crushing realization that this was it. This was his life now. 
“One step,” she coaxed. “Just one. We'll stop after one.”
We. Like she was doing this with me. 
He opened his eyes and stared at the floor. Ugly gray linoleum that had probably witnessed a thousand small humiliations just like this one. He tried to lift his right foot, felt his leg twitch with the effort, and watched it stay exactly where it was.
“Fuck.” The word echoed in the quiet room.
“It's okay-”
"No it's not fucking okay.” Ewan’s voice cracked. 
She moved closer, her scrubs making soft swishing sounds. “Recovery isn't linear, Ewan. You know this. Some days are harder than others…and some really fucking suck.”
[bookmark: _ivmy32b0d24x]Chapter 140: Elizabeth (Feb ‘92)
The wine was a mistake. 
She was sitting in Maria's kitchen with Hannah and Eilidh, listening to Hannah tell a story about a man yelling at a worker at the Bagel House for forgetting his sandwich order. 
Elizabeth was quiet, staring off at the far wall.
“Elizabeth.” Maria's voice cut through. “Are you still with us?”
Elizabeth nodded.
The conversation moved on, but Elizabeth could feel Maria watching her with renewed attention.
Around 9 PM, Colin appeared in the doorway, looking tired but oddly peaceful. Maria's face lit up with recognition, enthusiasm spurred on by her wine buzz.
“How’s it going?” she asked.
“Good. Actually, I have some news. Is George around?”
“He’s out to grab us some charcuterie, but will be back in a bit, what’s the news?”
 Colin glanced at Hannah, Eilidh, and Elizabeth. “I've been talking to Shelly again.”
Everyone knew Colin's history with Shelly.
“Talking how?” Hannah asked.
“Well, we had coffee a few weeks ago. It was... good. Really good, actually.” Colin's voice was careful, like he was afraid to jinx it. “We're taking it slow. Seeing what happens.”
Elizabeth studied his face. The old Colin would have made this announcement with flourish. 
“That's wonderful,” Maria said.
“Yeah it is!” Colin said, pouring himself half a glass of wine. “Honestly, It feels different this time.”
There was a weight to his words that suggested hard-won wisdom.
“What changed?” she found herself asking.
Colin looked at her directly for the first time that evening, and Elizabeth saw something in his expression. 
“I realized I was more afraid of the unknown. Being vulnerable and changing, than I was of losing someone I loved,” he said quietly. 
[bookmark: _5rq95n4yige8]#
Later, while the others migrated to the living room to continue the wine-fueled conversation, Elizabeth found herself alone in the kitchen with Maria and George, who was now back from the store and stuffing handfuls of prosciutto into his mouth. Her and Maria were cleaning up, but she noticed the way Maria and George kept catching each other's eyes. The way George's hand lingered on Maria's lower back when he reached around her for a napkin.
There was something different about them too.
“I'll finish these,” Elizabeth offered, reaching for the wine glasses. “You two go relax.”
“Thanks,” Maria said, but she didn't move. 
“Actually,” George said, “Could we talk to you for a minute?”
“Um, sure,” she managed.
Maria took her hand, squeezing gently. “We wanted you to hear this from us first, before anyone else.”
Oh God. It’s Roman. He’s seeing someone new.
“We're getting engaged,” George said simply.
The words took a moment to register. Elizabeth blinked, feeling like her brain was moving through thick syrup.
“You're... what?”
“Engaged,” Maria repeated, her voice barely containing her excitement. “He asked me yesterday.”
Elizabeth stared at them, taking in Maria's glowing face and George's quiet satisfaction. They were moving forward, choosing each other, building something permanent.
“What!? That's incredible!”
She hugged them both, her mind racing. 
“Oh my gosh! When?” Elizabeth asked.
“We haven't set a date yet,” Maria said.
“Aaaahhhh, I'm so happy for you,” she said, and tried her very best to mean it. 
[bookmark: _uic6q4ke415u]#
When she finally got home to her empty apartment, Elizabeth sat on her couch and stared at the painting of the peonies again. Maria and George were getting married. Colin was getting another chance with Shelly.
And she was…alone.
She poured herself another glass of wine, definitely a mistake, but she was past caring.
What if I was wrong? What if I gave up too easily?
The thought was terrifying…but not more terrifying than the thought Roman had moved on with someone who could give him what she couldn’t.
[bookmark: _c7m9ey727k5h]Chapter 141: Reflections (March ‘92)	Comment by Kiran Malik: call forward to a map or a note or something
The sun shone brightly through his window despite the March chill outside. He never drank coffee but had brewed himself a weak cup that morning, letting it go cold on the counter.
Roman sat in his apartment, hands in his lap, picking at a hangnail on his thumb. Somewhere between thinking and not thinking. There was interference, resistance to settling into any task. The opportunity cost of focus was simply too high. He wanted everything, all at once. To satisfy every fleeting thought, to realize every possibility.
12:53 PM. A fulcrum if ever one existed. A point at which he could leverage enough momentum to shift the day one way or another. 
Could I tune into a signal if he reduced the noise? 
The thought flickered through his mind until his walk from that morning came back to him. A distracted, inattentive stroll that had him in the same place an hour later, no clearer than when he'd left.
He'd call Colin.
“Hey, you have a sec?” Roman asked.
“Hey, yeah, just at work, but yeah, what's up?”
Colin sounded distracted, probably staring at spreadsheets or client emails.
“Nothing. I think. Just wanted to see if you were free,” Roman said.
“Umm…” Colin paused. “Yeah, I can finish up around 3 PM at the earliest. What did you want to do?”
“Sweet, I'll come pick you up then.”
“Cool, just let me kno—”
Roman hung up.
[bookmark: _r3l4aywxib65]#
He met Colin at his office building at 3:15 PM, parked illegally out front, standing with legs crossed, leaning against the driver-side door. Sun still bright, so Raybans. Wind still cold, so leather jacket. White Reeboks were on his feet.
Colin approached with his messenger bag. The one that made Roman think he looked like a paper boy. They greeted each other, Colin asked about his plans, and Roman pretended not to hear him, gesturing for him to get in.
Once they were both in the car, Roman whipped it around the semicircle parking lot and tore out, tires squealing. Colin asked again what they were doing, and Roman told him to get the map out of the glove compartment. Colin complied, unfolding it to reveal a city circled in black Sharpie.
“Barr-ee?” Colin read aloud.
“Barrie,” Roman corrected, already merging onto the highway.
[bookmark: _82zo32lvkego]#
"That's two double patties, one with cheese, one without, two chocolate shakes, one order of fries and one order of onion rings," said the freckled worker behind the counter at Weber's.
"Thanks," Colin said, taking the bags from the kid and looking for somewhere to wait. The place was packed, so he waited outside on the gravel.
Under the natural light, he got a good look at Roman striding toward him with sunglasses pushed up on his slicked-back hair. He looked tired, eyes puffy. Not sunken, but his face looked drawn.
"Nice, that was pretty quick," Roman said, eyeing the bags.
"Yeah, they're efficient in there. Did you want to eat here? Or when we get there? Wherever ‘there’ is…”
Roman didn't address the last part but seemed to consider the question. He straightened up, "It would be criminal not to get the full experience, no?"
Colin honestly didn't get what he was on about. But Roman seemed insistent.
"Pretty cool concept, see those train cars?" Roman asked. "That's the dining area. I read about this place in one of those Muskoka attraction guides. Apparently Weber's is a 'can't-miss' spot."
As they walked toward the retrofitted train cars, Colin studied Roman's profile. He looked okay, Colin thought, but something was still...off.
They sat in the train car for about twenty minutes, Roman barely stopping to breathe as he rambled about work, what he'd been learning about northern Ontario, cottages, lakes, boats. It made Colin think he was reading too much into everything. Roman seemed fine, maybe it was just him, tired from work.
Still, he noticed that most of Roman's burger made it into the trash when they threw out the packaging.
They merged back onto the highway and Roman's CD began looping. After the second replay of Hootie & the Blowfish's "Only Want to Be With You," Colin reached over and paused the music. He couldn’t shake it.
"You all good, man?"
Roman said nothing, letting the question hang in the air. Then he turned his head slightly toward Colin, eyes circling down to his lap before fixing back on the road.
"Sure, yeah," he finally muttered.
The fact that he didn't respond with incredulity told Colin that he was not, in fact, good.
"You sure? You seem, I don’t know, a little different. Not bad or anything, just a bit off maybe.”
Roman let that hang in the air, cabin noise from the wind emphasizing the silence. He began to mouth something, reconsidered, then revealed a toothy smile. He exhaled with a soft chuckle.
"It's just..." he began, then paused.
"It's just what?"
"Oh look," he said finally, pointing to a sign for Bracebridge. "We're almost there."
So today was ‘that day’. The day they'd talked about two years ago, drunk and slightly high at 3 AM on a Saturday night, when they'd agreed to go "up north" to pick out their dream cottage.
Neither of them had grown up on water, so they both had an irrational fascination with boats, lake houses, and anything cottage culture. It all had a foreign, exotic appeal, the same way a real sand beach in the tropics might tantalize a Torontonian used to the lakefront. Colin never thought the day would come. Actually he knew it never would have come if it depended on his initiative.
They drove through the smaller town and took dirt side roads, bouncing in their seats as they navigated the natural divots and humps, finally parking about fifty meters from the water.
It was a windy early spring day, the lake still partially iced over near the shore, patches of brown grass emerging through the last of the snow. A soggy layer of decomposing leaves squelched underfoot, making roots and stones invisible. Colin walked carefully in his brown captoe dress shoes while Roman, a few meters ahead, bounded along in his sneakers.
His shifts in mood, expression, tone. The wild look in his eyes when he'd suggested Weber's, as if it was the Louvre instead of a burger joint. The random phone call, silence in the car, then non-stop talking in the train car. The uneaten burger.
Why had he avoided the question earlier?
"My God," Roman yelled, arms outstretched, "smell the fucking air, man!" He spun slowly, eyes closed.
It was crisp, clean. Colin had to admit it felt good to be out of the city.
Roman bounded up to him and grabbed his shoulders. "Tell me this place isn't perfect. The water. The forest. And Christ, it's just so..so…." He looked up, down, left and right and began snapping his fingers.
"So?"
Roman's eyes focused back on him. "So not the city! So not Toronto!" he finished.
Colin smiled weakly.
"You know!?" Roman was shaking him now, forcefully. "Do you know what I'm talking about!?"
Colin closed his eyes and nodded twice, slowly.
Actually, I do. I really do, Rome.
Roman stopped shaking him. Colin breathed deeply through his nose. Notes of pine, oak, and wet earth filled his lungs. When he opened his eyes, Roman was starting to tremble.
His eyes were becoming glassy, tears forming. Neither said anything as they started to trickle down his face. Roman broke off his stare and looked straight ahead into Colin's chest.
"I just…" Roman started, then stopped. Pulled a breath in and shook on the exhale. "I just had never let myself imagine a future with anyone before her..."
I know, Rome. I know.
"...I don't know how I could've been so stupid," Roman finished.
Colin put his arm around Roman's shoulder and led him closer to the water, taking position across from him on a large, flat rock.
"Buddy, there is nowhere else we need to be."
They sat for ten or fifteen minutes, Roman's gaze fixed somewhere far away. 
“There was all this stuff going on beneath the surface. Stuff she would never admit to me…fuck, even to herself…I thought okay, sure, she’s working through it. If she needs my help she’ll ask…Colin, I tried. I tried to show her I was there for her, but it wasn’t enough.”
He paused.
"And you know when she would really drink, she would get all worked up and I wouldn’t even know if it was about me. One second I’m having another beer and another I’m wondering, wait, how did we get here?"
Colin shifted his weight. "What do you mean?"
"Crying after bars or parties. Talking about being worried she couldn't give me what I needed."
Roman blinked rapidly. "At first I figured it was just her being drunk, maybe insecure? Part of me was happy she was being vulnerable with me. Another part was always cautious…to make sure I was handling the situation properly."
Colin nodded.
"Anyway, it wasn't just that. What I didn't get was that this was something torturing her all the time..."
"This…” Colin started. “Kids?"
"Yeah."
"Yeah," Roman said again flatly, eyes on the ground, tracking his shoes as he carved semicircles in the wet leaves.
Colin sensed there was more to it.
"Look, I'm getting cold. I'm going back to the car," Roman said, dusting off his pants.
"Yeah…okay," Colin said quietly. He stayed for another few minutes, closed his eyes, and listened to the sound of ice shifting against the shore.
[bookmark: _w9j8siazarai]#
Roman drove them into town and they checked into a motel. The rooms were cheap, but they shared one anyway. It had two beds, so Colin didn't question it. Better that Roman have company.
They didn't talk much, both tired from the long drive and the week behind them. Both times Colin woke during the night, he heard Roman stirring.
The next morning when Colin got up, Roman wasn't in the room. The clock read 6:23 AM.
Colin stayed in bed another forty-five minutes, used the washroom, then made terrible instant coffee from the packets by the sink.
When he started packing, he noticed a note on the desk: "Just went for a walk, be back by 7:30."
The motel was just south of Bracebridge, only two hundred meters from the water's edge. Colin locked up and made a beeline to the shore, wind cutting through his canvas jacket.
Ahead he saw a dark huddled form crouching by the water. Roman had his shoes off and pants rolled up, forearms resting on his knees in the frigid shallows.
Hearing Colin's footsteps, Roman straightened and turned around. He was wearing sunglasses, despite it being dark out…and a lopsided grin. "Come on in, the water's lovely," he said flatly.
The water must have been near freezing, but Colin started taking his shoes off anyway. The absurdity of standing in a lake in dress pants at dawn didn't escape him, but he waded in and stood next to Roman.
He wasn't moving at all. Colin watched the small waves reflect off his Raybans, unsure where Roman was looking or what he was seeing.
"Thanks for coming up here with me," Roman said.
"Of course... besides, it's not like I had a choice," Colin replied, nudging him playfully.
Roman nodded, smiled, and stood silent.
After ten more minutes, they made their way back to the room and finished packing. Colin was done first and sat on the bed.
"You know, this is a good place to think. The lake, I mean," Colin said.
Roman nodded, stuffing his wet socks into his jacket pockets.
“Also, man, I want you to know that if you eve-“
“I do know. Thanks.” Roman interrupted.
Colin nodded.
[bookmark: _du2o6spia3mw]#
For the first hour and a half of the drive home, few words were exchanged. The silence was less ambiguous than yesterday's. Heavier, but somehow cleaner.
When they were thirty minutes out of Toronto, Colin spoke up.
"I need to say something."
Roman turned down the radio. 
"This is probably not my place. Actually this is probably nobody’s place but I have to say it: I never saw you as happy as you were when you were with her. And that's all that should matter..."
Roman remained silent, not bothering to deny that this whole trip was about Elizabeth.
"...and I obviously don't know the whole story, but if there's something that can be fixed...fuck, do everything you can to fix it."
Roman glanced at him briefly, barely nodded.
"Roman, don't let special go to waste."
Those words hung in the air for the rest of the trip.
In the twenty minutes that passed, Colin argued with himself. Was he speaking out of turn? Had he overstepped?
His doubts were laid to rest when Roman finally parked and spoke up. His voice calm and careful. His eyes stayed fixed on the center of the steering wheel, glossy again.
A question, a plea, spoken very slowly: "How do I know that she actually can give me what I need?"
Colin put a hand on his friend's shoulder, gripped it firmly. When he spoke, his voice held steady, resolute.
"You don’t. But you have to have faith in people before they earn it."
[bookmark: _apizpcivx6ky]Chapter 142: An Ordinary Life by Roman
Ewan held her as they descended. Thirteen floors and the elevator was slow.
He stood behind her, arms wrapped around her torso, forearms crossed over her chest. His head rested on her shoulder, their eyes meeting in the mirrored doors.
"I miss you already," she said.
"Me too," he murmured.
She leaned back into him. "I feel like no matter how long we spend together, it's never enough time."
"Mmm," Ewan agreed, nestling his face into her hair. Flowery, sweet, like always.
Silence for four floors. Three to go.
"You know..." she started quietly, half-turning to face him. "You know I love you, right?"
He paused, asking himself the question in his own inner voice.
He couldn't say no, so he said yes.
"I love you too," slipped out of his mouth.
He looked into her eyes in the reflection and smiled. She smiled back.
As the doors opened, he saw her mouth tighten to a thin, flat line.
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Roman dropped Colin off and, turning south, was met with a full view of the Toronto skyline, its jagged edges cutting into the dusk.
Don't let special go to waste.
The words echoed in his head like pebbles thrown into still water, each syllable shattering his reflection.
His mouth felt impossibly dry. He tightened his grip on the steering wheel, leather creaking under his palms.
Faith. 
That's what Colin had said. 
Faith before proof.
Back in his apartment, the silence was louder than the car had been. His notebook lay open on the coffee table. An Ordinary Life. The title felt like a lie tonight.
He opened it, and read the last passage he'd written. Ewan and her in the elevator. The tightening of her mouth. He hadn't known what to do with that image then.
Now he did.
Roman pulled out his notepad, and stared at the blank page. His hand traced the words: I miss you.
He tore out the page and crumpled it.
Instead, he put his pen to where he left off and began writing so fast he was almost scribbling.
[bookmark: _8oe9jigvq239]Chapter 143: An Ordinary Life
Ewan took a step closer, the distance between them feeling like miles. "I don't know what we're doing," he admitted. "But I know I don't want to lose you."
Her expression didn't change, but her shoulders loosened, just a fraction. "Ewan," she said, and the way she said his name made his chest ache. "You can't keep saying things like that unless you mean them."
"I do mean it," he said, and for the first time, he felt the truth of it settle into his bones. " I don't know what this looks like, or what we're supposed to be, but I want to figure it out. With you."
[bookmark: _b4exw13nqux1]Chapter 144: The Letters (Mid March ‘92)
Roman’s second attempt was longer.
Elizabeth, I can't stop thinking about what went wrong between us. I keep replaying that last conversation and wondering if I missed something. I miss you. I miss us. 
He read it twice, then tore it out and crumpled it too.
The third attempt was more measured.
Hi Elizabeth. I've been thinking about us. I want you to know that I never meant to put pressure on you. If you're willing, I'd like to talk about how we might move forward differently.
This one he folded carefully, then set on fire with his lighter, watching the edges curl and blacken.
Fourth attempt.
Elizabeth - I love you. I know that's probably not what you want to hear right now, but it's the truth. I don't need you to have all the answers about our future. I just want to be with you. 
He held this one for twenty minutes, reading it until the words blurred together. Then he tore it into small pieces.
Fifth attempt.
Do you ever think about that night at Maria's when we stayed up until 3 AM talking about what we wanted our lives to look like? I keep thinking about how your face lit up when you talked about travel, about things you wanted to learn, about all the books you wanted to read. I realize now that every time I talked about our future, I was only talking about my version of it. 
Burned.
Sixth.
I miss the way you stole my hoodies and then claimed they looked better on you (they did). I miss arguing with you about nothing. I miss everything, the good and the bad.
Burned.
Seventh.
I will never fully understand why you left. But I guess that's on me. If there's any part of you that thinks we could try again. I'm here.
This one he almost sent. Got as far as addressing an envelope before feeding it to the flames.
The eighth letter was longer, everything he'd been holding back spilling onto the pages.
Elizabeth,
I can't stop thinking about that last night we talked.
You said you couldn't give me what I needed, but you never let me tell you what I actually need. Time apart has shown me that it is you. Not kids. Just you.
I need you to tell me when something is bothering you instead of carrying it alone until it becomes too heavy. I need you to trust me with your fears, even when they're about me. I need you to believe that love doesn't have to mean losing yourself.
I need you to know that when I talked about the future, I wasn't trying to trap you in my version of it. 
If you could see me now, you'd probably laugh. I've been trying to write this letter for three hours and I've started over ten times. Every version sounds wrong.
But here's what I know: I would rather have one more conversation with you about what's actually going on in your head than spend the rest of my life wondering what I could have done differently. I would rather hear you tell me things I don’t want to hear than never hear from you again. I would rather fight with you about the things that scare you than have this soul-tearing silence where we both pretend we're fine.
I'm not asking you to come back to the relationship we had. I'm asking if there's a different version of us that might work better. 
You don't have to answer this. You don't owe me anything. But if there's any part of you that misses what we had, or thinks we could have something different and better, I'm here.
I'll always be here. I’ll always love you.	Comment by Kiran Malik: Call forward
Roman
He read it four times, folded it carefully, addressed an envelope, and walked to the mailbox at the corner of his street.
At the mailbox, he stood for ten minutes in the cold, envelope in his hand.
Then, he pulled out his lighter.
[bookmark: _6z4pf47phzxw]#
Back at his apartment, he pulled out a fresh sheet of paper and wrote: “I miss you.”
He folded it once, twice, until it was small enough to fit in his wallet. Then he put it there, next to her picture.
[bookmark: _n295ndu0yc53]Chapter 145: Maria (Mid-April ‘92)
"Maria." Elizabeth's voice came out sharper than intended. "Is that—"
She was already three sips into her second glass of wine when she noticed the simple band with a modest diamond. Somehow it managed to look both delicate and ornate. It caught the light from the restaurant’s overhead fixture and glinted flirtatiously.
Maria had been gesturing with her left hand throughout their conversation about work, about Elizabeth's accounting courses, about the unusually warm Spring weather, but Elizabeth's mind had been elsewhere. She felt guilty for taking so long to realize.
Maria followed her gaze down to her own hand, then looked back up with a smile that transformed her entire face. 
“Oh,” she said, as if she'd forgotten she was wearing it. “This old thing?”
“It’s beautiful.”
Maria reached across the table and squeezed Elizabeth's hand. “I know things have been... complicated for you lately.”
Complicated. 
Such a gentle way to describe it.
Elizabeth drank more wine.
"You said the wedding would be later in the summer, right?" 
"Yes, well, maybe the Fall, maybe the Winter, even. You know how these things go. But let me tell you, we just secured the cutest little venue. It’s this country club, twenty-five minutes outside the city”. She was glowing.
“George’s colleague is a member there.”
Elizabeth nodded, trying to picture it. But only managed a rough, two-dimensional caricature.
"You'll be in the wedding party, of course," Maria continued. "I can't imagine getting married without you there."
"Of course," Elizabeth said, "I wouldn't miss it."
They ordered another bottle of wine, and Maria launched into excited talk about dresses and cakes and flowers. She casually mentioned to keep an eye out for an invitation to the engagement party.
[bookmark: _axkbb5vv219u]#
That night, Elizabeth lay in bed thinking about the party.
Seeing Roman again. 
Elizabeth rolled over and pressed her face into her pillow, Maria's engagement ring flashing in her memory. She needed to sleep, she had an interview with Grant Thornton’s accounting department in the morning. 
[bookmark: _kactm8b26p69]Chapter 146: The Celebration (July ‘91)
Roman raised his beer bottle in the hot Vegas air, "To George, for finally admitting he's been whipped for years."
Colin whooped and slapped George on the back. Paul clinked his bottle against Roman’s. The group of seven men stood on the balcony of George’s hotel suite, the sound of the strip a constant roar in the background.
George shook his head, grinning. "Just cause you ugly feckers can’t find a woman…”
"Hey now, I prefer to remain independent," Paul chimed in. 
"You act like it’s a choice for you." Colin joked.
Roman watched the easy banter dance around him, feeling both part of it and infinitely separate from it. George had wanted his Stag far in advance of his wedding. No stress. No best man yet, just having fun with his closest friends and nothing hanging over his head.
Ryan, George's coworker, emerged from the suite with a fresh round of beers. At thirty-three, he was the oldest of the group, but something about him didn’t scream ‘adult’. His membership at the Mississauga Golf & Country Club helped George and Maria secure the place as a venue in January. A fair bit later than they had wanted, but it took some pressure off the planning and the cost.
"Boys," Ryan announced, "dinner reso is at eight, so we gotta hit the casino first."
"Let’s go!” Allan cheered. Another of George's work friends.
"Rome, you still with us?" Colin nudged his shoulder.
"Yeah, sorry. Let’s do this"
[bookmark: _4pi5mjjc3g2]#
Roman found himself at a hold ‘em table with Colin and Paul. The others tried their luck at blackjack. 
"Look at that," Colin said during a break between hands. "Roman's actually smiling.”
“Piss off,” Roman said, sipping a vodka soda.
“It’s a good thing,” Paul added. “You look even uglier when you’re serious”.
Roman laughed.
"Maybe I'm finally getting my shit together," he said.
"About time," Colin said.
Roman considered what he said. But the past few weeks had felt different. He'd been sleeping better, working more efficiently, even gone on a date last weekend that hadn't ended with him comparing every gesture to Elizabeth. 
Lisa had been smart and funny and interested, and while Roman hadn't felt any fireworks, he also hadn't felt the full crushing weight of betraying some imaginary loyalty.
"I think I might actually be okay," Roman winked as he pushed a few fifty dollar chips into the pot.
“Greatttt,” Colin said, rolling his eyes, tossing his hand towards the dealer.
Paul folded as well. “Good” he said. "Because George is going to need all hands on deck.”
“Ay feckers. No talk of the wedding. I’m still a free man for a while.” George said as if summoned by his name. He was swaying like a tree in the wind, cigar in his mouth and a vodka cran in each hand.
[bookmark: _vsvas2yx1wky]Chapter 147: Introspection	Comment by Kiran Malik: We can do better with this
At dinner, the conversation turned to careers, travel plans, and what seemed to be the general trajectories of their now adult lives. Roman listened to Ryan talk about his equity allocation, to Allan describe his girlfriend's family cottage where they'd spent the summer, to George's nervous excitement about the wedding. They were all growing up, he realized. Becoming the men they'd always talked about becoming when they were in their early twenties. When everything seemed comfortably theoretical.
“What’s next for you, Roman?” George asked as the waiter cleared their plates. “Going to sleep with half the city?”
Roman thought about the serious question and let the second one slide. Six months ago, the answer would have been Elizabeth. Everything in his future had been built around her, planned with her in mind. Now…
“I'm thinking about applying for that promotion Vernon mentioned,” he said. “The one that would mean more travel, different clients.”
“That's the one where you'd be away like half the month? Bangkok?” Colin asked.	Comment by Kiran Malik: call forward
Roman shrugged. “Singapore, but yea. Honestly it doesn’t look too bad right now.”
The table went quiet for a moment then everyone carried on drinking and smoking.
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Later, back at the hotel, they ended up in the hot tub on the roof deck. The conversation had mellowed with alcohol and exhaustion, shifting from the rapid-fire banter of the casino to something more reflective.
“Can I ask you guys something?” George said, his voice serious in the way it only got when he'd been drinking.
Ryan, “Whaddya got?”
“Do you think we're doing this right?”
The group stilled, uncertain.
“Vegas? The bachelor party? What?” Colin asked with some impatience.
George waved him off. “No, no, I mean all of it. Like marriage, kids, the whole thing…is that right? Or is that just what everyone tells us we need to do to be happy?”
“I don’t think anyone knows what we need to be happy…” Paul jumped in. “But my take is that there is this innate, inherited wisdom that those elements of life might help lend significance to a person’s journey.”
Everyone quieted down a bit more to listen. A few of them puffing their cigars with satisfaction.
“Or is that just what we’re programmed to think.” Colin slurred.
Paul rolled his eyes. “If you mean biologically, yes maybe.” He paused thoughtfully. “But if that’s the case, why not lean into it? The best things in life seem to be programmed into us, and that doesn’t make them inherently bad. We enjoy good food, sunlight on our skin, sex…”
“Who do you think you’re fooling” Roman winked. George laughed a bit too hard.
Paul shot back. “Hey! I might not be getting laid at the moment, but you’re the one getting married, so you can say goodbye to sex forever”
George flipped him off. 
Roman was interested in what Paul was saying. “Yea, yea Paul’s a virgin and George is fucked…keep going” he urged.
“Right, anyway, what I was saying is that maybe there is something to leaning in to your biology for getting the most out of life. Looking for meaning within rather than without. It just seems that everytime we try and fight our nature, things go…wrong. Or at least the results are less optimal.”
He ashed his cigar. “Maybe we would be all the better for simplifying our lives and tuning in to our intuition. Which isn’t to say that’s easy. It probably takes a lifetime. Now, how this relates to man’s nature re: monogamy/poligamy…that’s a bit out of my depth as an armchair philosopher.”
“My innate desire is for blow and strippers. What the hell are we doing sitting here like prunes during prime drinking hours!?” Dave said.
Roman pointed at him with his cigar. “Don’t ever start a sentence with ‘My innate desire is’ again, if you ever want to find a girlfriend”. George smiled.
“…that said, you’ve got a point.”
[bookmark: _zg8mgv6txyc1]#
George told everyone to reconvene in his room in thirty minutes. Paul and Roman stuck around while everyone else got ready for the night out.
“What’s all this about? Do you have cold feet?” Paul asked gently, sipping sake carefully from a whiskey tumbler.
“Not cold feet, exactly. I don’t know, it’s more like…” George stared at the beer label he was picking at. “I look around and half the people I know who got married are already getting divorced. Or they're miserable but staying together because it's easier than starting over. And I think about my parents, who only seem to mostly tolerate each other after thirty years.”
Roman paced, beer in hand. “Your parents aren't you and Maria, though.”
"Maybe not, but what if we're all just guessing? What if nobody actually knows what they're doing?"
Paul leaned in. “Right, but isn’t that the point, though? That nobody knows what they're doing and the ones who make it work are the ones who keep choosing each other anyway. Where would the magic be if everyone was sure about everything?”	Comment by Kiran Malik: Intangible factor
George sipped his beer, considering. “That’s a scary thought”
“I don’t know…” Roman found himself saying. Then both of them looked at him. “I mean, if nobody has it figured out, then there's no wrong way to do it.”
“Spoken like someone fresh out of a relationship,” Paul said with a grin.
Roman took a drink. 
“Maybe. But think about it…George, you're not marrying Maria because of some programming. You're marrying her because you can't imagine not being married to her.”
George was quiet for a moment, then nodded slowly. “Yeah. You're right.”
“See? There you go,” Paul said. “Everything else is just details, plot points, and bullshit.”
Roman felt something. Not quite peace, but something close to it. The thought that his friends were making choices that felt authentic rather than obligatory. 
“Besides,” Paul said, “if it doesn't work out, you can always go live with Roman in his fancy apartment.”
“It's not that fancy,” Roman protested.
“Says the guy with the bidet.”
“It’s a squatty potty, and you should get one.”
They laughed, then quickly went silent again.
George spoke softly.
“You know, when I got a bad case of the flu a couple months ago and I was in the hospital for a night, I had all this anxiety around the wedding, the bachelor party…all of it. Everything is easier with you guys around. That’s why I did it so early.” He clasped them both on the shoulder. “Thanks for coming”	Comment by Kiran Malik: Maybe mention?
Paul  put his hand on George’s upper back.
“Yea about that…I talked to your nurse at the time…it’s crazy that this was your make-a-wish…”
Roman snorted beer out his nose. 
[bookmark: _34ewadiuu2qa]Chapter 148: The Club 
The bass hit Roman's chest like a second heartbeat as they pushed through the crowd at ‘The Playground’. The club was packed. People were pressed together under strobing lights and movement was next to impossible. The flashing turned everything into fragments: a flash of blonde hair, drinks spilling over glasses, the shine of sweat on someone's neck.
“This is what I’m talking about!” Dave shouted over the music, scanning the dance floor.
He nudged Colin and winked. “You want to take a lap? Scout out the talent?”
Colin pushed him to the left and followed him.
Roman felt the drinks from earlier mixing with the vodka crans Paul had just bought at the bar. It created this warm haze that made the pounding music feel less like noise and more like a physical thing. He watched his friends scatter.
George was surprisingly loose, Ryan already talking to a brunette by the DJ booth.
10:47 PM.
Roman found himself at the bar, ordering seven shots for the group. Vodka. Ryan comes up and stops anyone from taking them until he orders seven vodka sodas. They split into two groups, add the shots to the vodka sodas and do a ‘horse race’. A relay race drinking game. Roman tried to count how many drinks he'd already had. The number kept shifting.
11:23 PM.
Dave appeared at his shoulder, pupils dilated, talking rapidly about something Roman couldn't quite follow. 
“...told you this place would be perfect, didn't I? Just wait, man, just wait until-” His voice got lost in the music. He was manic. Roman found himself nodding along to words he couldn't hear.
11:45 PM.
The bathroom. Harsh fluorescent lights after the strobing darkness. Colin was there, and Paul, and some guy Roman didn't recognize. Conversations in fragments:
“Yo, you sure about this?”, “—only done this once?”, “George doesn't need to…”
Roman stared at himself in the mirror. His reflection looked wrong somehow, like it was delayed by a half-second. When he turned his head, the image in the glass took a moment to catch up. 
Ryan was talking to him about his newest mod on his car. Roman found it incredibly interesting, which was odd.
12:16 AM.
Back on the dance floor. 
The music had shifted to something with a harder edge, all synthesizers and driving beats that seemed to sync with his pulse. Roman moved without thinking, muscle memory from university parties taking over. A redhead in a silver dress materialized in front of him, dancing close enough that he could smell her perfume over the club's fog machine.
“You're cute,” he said or shouted. Or maybe she said that…Roman couldn't tell anymore. Sound was becoming texture.
12:38 AM.
Ryan had found a corner table, somehow. The VIP section? He couldn't remember walking over here, but suddenly he was sitting on plush leather, watching his friends through what felt like thick glass. George was laughing at something, bent over with his hands on his knees.
“Hey, you good?” Colin asked, materializing beside him.
Roman nodded, though he wasn't sure what the question was.
1:15 AM.
Time became elastic. Roman was dancing again, but the redhead was gone, replaced by a blonde who kept touching his arm when she laughed. The lights were brighter now, or maybe his eyes had adjusted. Everything felt heightened: the music, the heat from the bodies around him, the taste of whatever Paul kept handing him in small glasses.
“This is what you needed,” Dave said, appearing at his elbow like a grinning apparition. “To just let go, you know? Just---”
The rest of his sentence dissolved into the bass line.
1:47 AM.
Roman found himself in another bathroom, this one smaller, more cramped. The door locked behind him and Colin, who was talking fast about something urgent. Roman tried to focus on the words, but they kept sliding around in his head like mercury.
2:23 AM.
The club had gotten stranger. Or maybe he had. The dance floor seemed to tilt and sway independent of the music, and Roman had to concentrate to keep his balance. A brunette was standing next to him. He thought. But all of the girls looked same under the strobing lights.
“Where are you from?” she asked, her mouth close to his ear.
"Toronno," he said, though for a moment he couldn't remember if that was true.
2:55 AM.
George was gone. Roman noticed this suddenly, like waking up from a dream. He spun around, scanning the crowd with growing panic.
“Where's George?” he shouted to Paul, who just grinned and pointed toward the bar.
There he was, standing on a chair, arms raised. His shirt of was off and he was flexing his biceps over his head. The bartender was laughing. 
3:17 AM.
The music stopped.
Or maybe Roman's ability to hear it stopped. Everything went quiet except for a ringing in his ears that seemed to come from inside his skull. He could see people's mouths moving, see bodies still swaying to a beat he could no longer feel.
3:28 AM.
Outside. The cool night air hit him like cold water, shocking his system back into some approximation of awareness. Ryan was there, leaning against a brick wall, talking to someone on his phone.
“No, we're fine. Just need to—”
Roman sat down heavily on the curb. The pavement was real, solid, not shifting like the club floor had been. He pressed his palms against it, grateful for something that stayed still.
3:45 AM.
They were moving again. Walking, or trying to walk, in a loose group down the street. Roman couldn't remember leaving the club, but here they were under streetlights that seemed too bright. Colin had his arm around someone…the brunette from earlier? Or was that Ryan?
“Guys,” George said, his voice thick. “Guys, I'm getting married.”
“Yea, that’s the plan,” Paul laughed.
“No, I mean... I'm actually getting married. Like, for real. Forever and shit.”
4:02 AM.
A diner. Harsh fluorescent lights and vinyl booths that stuck to their skin. Roman stared at a menu full of words that wouldn't hold still long enough for him to read. The waitress, a tired-looking woman in her fifties, brought over six peanut butter milkshakes and a platter of fries.
Roman tried to say thank you, but found he'd forgotten how to make his mouth work properly.
4:31 AM.
Dave was in the bathroom again. Roman could hear him through the thin diner walls, talking to himself or maybe throwing up. The sounds were muffled but urgent.
4:56 AM.
The walk back to the hotel was a blur of empty streets and neon signs that left trails in Roman's vision. Ryan was singing something, his voice echoing off the buildings. George had gone quiet, walking with his hands shoved deep in his pockets.
Roman felt like he was watching everything from a great distance, like he was floating somewhere above his own body, observing this group of men stumbling through the early morning.
5:17 AM.
The hotel room. Roman collapsed onto his bed fully clothed, the ceiling spinning slowly above him. He could hear the others moving around. Running water, hushed conversations, someone laughing too loudly.
“Roman,” Colin said from somewhere far away. “You gonna be alright?”
"I’m going to be perfect," Roman mumbled into his pillow. 
[bookmark: _mklre7tn2izz]#
Morning. Barely.
Roman woke up at 11:30 AM feeling like his skull had been split open and reassembled backwards. The shower helped, but only marginally. His reflection in the bathroom mirror looked hollow-eyed and gray. He vomited four times.
At breakfast, the group was subdued. Dave looked like he'd aged five years overnight. George kept rubbing his temples.
“So, wedding still on?” Paul asked George with a weak grin.
“Wedding's still on,” George confirmed, though he looked like he might throw up if he moved too quickly.
Roman stared out the diner window at the tourist families walking by with their cameras and guidebooks, living their simple, uncomplicated lives. For a few hours last night, he'd been free from the weight of it all.
Now, in the harsh light of day, it came flooding back. 
The wedding was still on, which meant the engagement party was still on. With all of their friends… 
[bookmark: _h9bhzfiy2qqg]Chapter 149: The Invitation (Late July ‘91)
Late July.
The invitation arrived on a Tuesday, mixed in with Elizabeth's bills and promotional flyers. Cream cardstock, elegant script, Maria's attention to detail was evident.
You're invited to celebrate the engagement of…
Blah, blah, blah
Cocktails & Dancing
Saturday, Aug 21st, 7:00 PM
Elizabeth sped through it, but stared at the date. Three weeks away. Her hands were already shaking.
She set it on her kitchen counter and made tea, trying not to look at it. But it drew her attention like a magnet.
RSVP by August 8th.
[bookmark: _dndwykhvrzb6]#
Roman found his invitation when he got home from work Thursday evening, wedged between a credit card statement and a furniture catalog. He recognized Maria's handwriting immediately.
He opened it standing in his hallway, still wearing his suit jacket.
August 21st. That was pretty soon.
Roman walked to his kitchen and grabbed a beer, the invitation still in his other hand. 
He thought about not going. About making an excuse, claiming a work emergency. Maybe something with his dad. Or his brother.
But George was his best friend. 
He grabbed a pen and marked “Going”, planning to mail it the next morning.
Then he sat down on the couch and watched the condensation run on the outside of the bottle.
[bookmark: _fllkyyb4wlhh]Chapter 150: Aug 15th ish, ‘92
Roman found Colin already at their usual table at Prenup Bar, two pints waiting. It was Thursday night, the bar half-empty except for the regulars and a few university students who looked too young to be drinking legally.
"You look a bit spent. Rough night?" Colin said by way of greeting.
"No, but thanks. Really what I needed to hear." Roman slumped into his chair and took a long pull of his beer.  "Work's been insane. Vernon is breathing down my neck about every little thing."
"Mmhmm, you sure that’s all?"
Roman gave him a look. Colin had developed an annoying perceptiveness since the trip up north.
"Well, the engagement party's next weekend."
"Ah." 
They drank in comfortable silence for a moment. The bar's old speakers were playing something from the seventies that Roman half-recognized, mixing with the low murmur of conversations and the click of pool balls from the back room.
“Did I tell you I’m bringing Shelly as my plus one?”
"No you didn’t, how are things with her?" He was ready to change the subject.
Colin's face immediately brightened. "Actually really good. Better than good, if I'm being honest."
"So you're back together? Officially?"
"We're back together. Officially, yea. But it is a bit different this time.”
"Sounds complicated."
"Everything worthwhile is complicated.”
Roman nodded.
"Hey," Colin said, leaning forward. "I'm not saying this to rub it in or anything. I'm saying it because people don't have to get it right the first time. Sometimes you have to fail before you figure out how to do it properly."
Before Roman could respond, Paul appeared at their table, practically bouncing on his feet.
"Gentlemen," he announced, sliding into the third chair. "I have news."
"Let me guess," Colin said. "You finally asked out bookstore girl."
"Her name is Bobbie, and yes, I did." Paul couldn't stop grinning. "We're going out Saturday. Dinner and maybe a movie after."
"Bobbie?" Roman raised an eyebrow. "That's a guy's name."
"It's a nickname for Barbara, asshole. And even if it wasn't, I don't care. She's amazing."
"How long have you been staring at this girl from across the record store without talking to her?" Colin asked.
"Four months. But I finally worked up the courage to ask what albums she liked, and it turned out to be the same book I was buying. We talked about it for like a full twenty minutes, and then I asked if she wanted to continue the conversation over dinner. She said yes. She said she'd been wondering when I was going to stop lurking around the indie section and actually introduce myself."
They ordered another round and Paul regaled them with every detail of the conversation. What Bobbie had been wearing, how she'd smiled when he'd finally approached her, the way she'd written her number on a receipt and handed it to him.
Eventually the conversation turned to the engagement party. 
"So we're pre-drinking at George's place, starting around five," Paul said. "Then heading over to the venue around six-thirty."
"What's the dress code again?" Colin asked.
"Cocktail attire.”
"Bringing anyone?" Colin asked Roman.
Roman had been dreading this question. "I'll probably ask Gabrielle. We've been out a few times."
It wasn't entirely true. They'd been out twice, and while Gabrielle was perfectly nice, Roman felt nothing beyond mild companionship. 
"Good," Paul said. “Because you can't just stand in the corner all night.”
"Fine, I'll bring Gabrielle then. Happy?"
"Ecstatic, as always." Paul raised his glass. 
They clinked glasses. Roman wondered if Elizabeth was bringing someone too. He felt the beer come up his throat before settling.
They stayed until closing time, the conversation meandering through work complaints, weekend plans, and Colin's detailed analysis of his rekindled relationship with Shelly. By the time they paid the tab, Roman felt marginally better about the upcoming party.
Walking to their cars, Paul clapped him on the shoulder. "You know what? Maybe this will be good for you. Closure or whatever."
"Yea…maybe," Roman said, though he suspected closure was the last thing seeing Elizabeth would provide.
"And if not," Colin added, "at least there's an open bar."
[bookmark: _4epbtuqpxsp]Chapter 151: The Engagement Party (Aug 21, ‘92) - Roman POV
Roman fiddled with his tie and collar for the third time in the elevator. He couldn’t quite get his half windsor knot to lie flat. Gabrielle was chatting beside him about her week. Something about work. He hadn’t noticed her much before now and had to admit she looked very put together in that way some people do. She wore her strapless navy dress and three-inch white heels like they were made specially for her. Which, they might have been.
"You seem nervous," she said, watching him adjust his cuffs as the elevator climbed toward the rooftop.
"I just want everything to go well for George and Maria." Not a lie, but not the full truth.
[bookmark: _yamg06ywfgyy]#
The doors opened to reveal Hotel Ocho’s rooftop. String lights crisscrossed overhead, casting warm light over cocktail tables scattered with white flower petals. The Toronto skyline glittered beyond the glass railings, and a jazz quartet played softly near the bar. If Maria was able to convince George to get the quartet, he was really in trouble with this marriage.
Roman scanned the crowd immediately, his heart hammering against his ribs.
Maybe she’s out of town. Maybe she’s not coming. Maybe she is--
By the bar, laughing at something Maria was saying. Enchanting was the word his writing brain used to describe what he was seeing. Her burnt, auburn hair was cut shorter than he had ever seen before. It rested on her shoulders in a way that made him want to itch his own. Her lines were clean and she carried herself lightly in a perfectly fitted backless black dress accented with small glistening balls of silver. The perfect match for her ring and necklace. 	Comment by Kiran Malik: ensure this matches earlier descriptions of hair
Beside her stood a tall man with dirty blonde hair. His hand was resting possessively on her lower back. There was a strong pressure under his ribs.
“Is everything ok?” Gabrielle’s voice brought him out of it.
“Let’s get a drink”
[bookmark: _7qljngn8los4]#
Of course she would be here. Of course she would bring someone.
It had been like six months…I brought someone, why shouldn’t sh---
"Roman!" George appeared at his elbow, already flushed with champagne and happiness. "Malaka...and you must be Gabrielle!"
[bookmark: _pyxd1f4ybtmc]#
Elizabeth had spotted Roman the moment the elevator doors opened.
His navy suit fit clean through the shoulders and sharp at the waist. The pants broke perfectly by his brown dress loafers. It matched the dress of…the girl on his arm.
Exactly what I thought.
Blonde, polished. Probably works in finance or consulting or something.
I bet her name is something classic like Katherine or Charlotte.
"Hey, you okay?" Jake asked, following her gaze across the rooftop. "You went quiet for a bit there."
Jake and Elizabeth were in the same managerial accounting class. Jake the future accountant.	Comment by Kiran Malik: check to make sure for later
"I'm fine," Elizabeth said, accepting a champagne flute from a passing server. 
[bookmark: _i5ekvgb8r148]#
Roman slid up behind Elizabeth. The only way to survive this car crash is headon.
"So, how do you know Maria?" he said.
Jake started to answer. “Actually, she’s--”
Elizabeth put a hand on his chest to stop him.
“Ha-ha” she replied mockingly. “It’s very nice to see you Roman”
“You too,” he said, smiling softly and giving her a hug. She smelled like this sweet, yet complex Moroccan oil shampoo he’d gotten a sample of when he stayed at the Ritz once for work. It smelled exotic. And expensive.
“Uh, who’s this?” Jake said, a bit of edge in his voice. 
Perhaps Roman hugged her a bit too long.
“Roman,” he said. And extended his hand. 
“Nice to meet you Romey”, Jake replied, crushing the tips of Roman’s fingers before he got the chance to fully interlock. “Hell of a handshake you got there.”
“It’s Roman.”
Gabrielle introduced herself as well. “How did you two meet?” she asked.
"Through class, actually," Jake replied, spearing an olive with a toothpick. “I was struggling with revenue recognition and Lizzy here helped me out”
She hates that nickname, idiot.
“And if that you mean you begged me to go out with you for weeks, then that’s exactly what happened.” Elizabeth said.
Gabrielle laughed politely. Roman laughed raucously and looked Jake dead in the eye. He forgot Gabrielle was even there.
“How long ago was this?” She followed up.
“Uh, it’s been a few months I think,” Elizabeth answered.
“One and a half, next Tuesday” Jake corrected.
A few months ago. So not serious, then. Or maybe very serious. Serious enough that she had brought him to meet her closest friends…
"Jake’s a bookkeeper right now, but is taking the same courses as me to get his CPA." Elizabeth said. Her voice was steady, but Roman caught the slight unsteadiness in her hands as she moved her hand to Jake’s arm.
"It’s much less exciting than it sounds." Jake joked.
If that’s possible.
Roman relayed how Gabrielle and him had met. He talked only to watch how Elizabeth's eyes lingered on her face, cataloguing details. Once she had the opening, Gabrielle launched into enthusiastic retellings as she always did. 
Was she comparing herself to Gabrielle?
"If you'll excuse me," Elizabeth said after a few minutes, "I should find Maria."
Roman watched her walk away. Jake’s eyes traced his.
[bookmark: _mbze6yts9277]#
In the bathroom, Elizabeth gripped the marble countertop and stared at her reflection.
He looked happy. His date was beautiful and charming. Is this dress too tight? I can’t breathe...
"Elizabeth?" Maria appeared behind her in the mirror. "Everything okay?"
"Perfect! Everything is just beauuuttifullll"
Maria studied her reflection and smiled mercifully. "Jake seems nice. Very tall."
"He is nice."
"Hmm, I’m sensing there’s a ‘but’?"
Elizabeth turned to face her friend. "No, no ‘but’. I think...I mean he's lovely. Kind, smart…"
"Uh oh, why does this feel like a Simon rerun?"
It wasn't a question. 
"I like him," Elizabeth said weakly. “He’s uncomplicated. It’s supposed to be easy right?”
"There is a difference between easy and uninspired." Maria's voice was gentle but direct.
"I couldn't come alone."
"Why not?"
"Because then--" She stopped herself.
"Because Roman?" His name hung like an accusation between them in the bright bathroom. Elizabeth opened her mouth to deny it, then closed it again. 
Maria softened. “Baby, it hasn’t been that long. It’s perfectly okay to not rush into something else. Even if it…or he…is…uncomplicated”
Elizabeth thought of Roman’s crooked tie. That she could no longer fix it. “I’m going to have to move on anyway. I mean, he clearly has.”
"Has he?"
Before Elizabeth could ask what that meant, Maria was already heading back to the party.
[bookmark: _n14gylyyp8vt]#
The night began to lean forward.
Colin and Shelly were tucked into a corner booth, heads bent together. They did look different than they had the first go around. Granted, Roman didn’t see much of them then. He was reacclimating to the city after his move.
Her hand rested on Colin's knee while she talked, casual and possessive. Colin kept tucking her curly hair behind her ear.
“That’s your friend Colin right? Over there with the curly-haired girl? They look good together," Gabrielle observed, following Roman's gaze.
"Yea, they do."
[bookmark: _jg7wyk7cc75v]#
Paul had arrived fashionably late with Bobbie, who turned out to be nothing like what Roman had expected. Petite and brunette with an infectious laugh and a sharp curved nose. She wore a vintage dress that looked like she'd found it in a thrift store. It followed her frame neatly. Tasteful and unique.
Within minutes of arriving, she was deep in conversation with Maria about music, both of them gesticulating wildly.
Hannah sidled up to Roman and Gabrielle. "She's perfect for him, eh?" Hannah said, watching Paul hover nearby with the besotted expression of someone completely gone.
"Yeah. Paul's been circling that record store for months like a lost puppy."
[bookmark: _nqdf7jy3ri44]#
She'd been watching Roman all evening and began her surveillance again shortly after leaving the bathroom. This time, mulling over the question Maria had planted in her mind. 
Has he?
He laughed at George's jokes with genuine warmth, included Gabrielle in conversations with natural ease, and played the role of supportive best friend without any underlying tension.
He's relaxed…but is it real? Is he happy?
[bookmark: _q548v219cdwq]#
At 11:30 PM, Roman found himself alone at the bar while Gabrielle chatted with some of Maria's work friends. What was loud an hour ago now felt almost private.
"Roman."
He turned to find her beside him, close enough that he could smell…sticky dates and vanilla. Elizabeth’s perfume. The same one she'd worn throughout their relationship. Tall accountant Jake was nowhere in sight.
"Hi," he said.
"Hi." She gestured to the bartender for another wine. “Great party eh?”
"Yea, it is.”
They stood in awkward silence. 
“Your hair--” Roman began, but Elizabeth had already started speaking.
"Your date seems lovely," Elizabeth said.
"Yea, she’s great.And Jake seems like…a chill guy."
"I suppose that he is." 
Suppose. 
"Hey well, I’'m glad you're happy.”
“Yea”
Another silence. Around them, the party continued its gentle dissolution. George and Maria saying goodbye to the last guests, Colin helping Shelly with her coat, Paul and Bobbie holding hands by the elevator.
"Hey Rome," Elizabeth said, her voice barely audible over the music.
Rome.
She had all of his attention.
 "Do you think you would want to get coffee sometime? You know, just to talk?"
The question hit somewhere that words don’t usually reach.
He took a breath and glanced around the party. At Gabrielle laughing with Maria's cousins. At his friends wrapped up in their new lives. Then again at Elizabeth standing beside him.
"When?"
[bookmark: _31qedqe2rjtp]#
In the taxi back to Elizabeth’s apartment, she stared out the window at the late-night Toronto streets. They were glistening in the headlights of oncoming cars from a fifteen-minute sprinkle. 
Jake was talking about the party, how nice Roman had seemed. She cringed every time he said his name.
"You're a bit quiet," he observed as they pulled up to his building. “Everything ok?”
"Just tired. Long night. Lots of wine."
Etc. Etc.
He walked her to the door of her condo, his hand on her lower back, again. He was handsome in the lobby's soft lighting, but she still wanted to squirm away from his touch. 
"I had a really nice time tonight," he said, stepping closer.
"Yes, me too."
He kissed her gently, his lips soft and careful against hers. Elizabeth closed her eyes and waited. It was like kissing through a cloth. 
"Lizzy," Jake murmured against her mouth.
Lizzy.
"I should get to bed," she said, pulling back. "Early morning tomorrow!"
Confusion flickered across his features. "Oh. Okay. I thought maybe—"
"Thank you for coming with me and for being so sweet about meeting everyone."
Jake nodded, though disappointment was evident in his posture. "I'll call you tomorrow?"
She waited a second. "Sure."
[bookmark: _dhkkj98hp3cn]#
Gabrielle’s apartment was deliberately decorated. Everything aesthetic flowed. Everything else was functional. She poured them wine, put on music that was clearly just meant to be ambient, and then used his tie to pull him onto the couch. Within minutes they were tangled up in each other.
She suggested the move to her bedroom. Roman went through the motions. Gabrielle was responsive and enthusiastic. Roman felt like he was watching himself from across the room.
When it was over, she put on her pajamas.
"That was nice," she murmured.
"Mmm,”
Gabrielle fell asleep quickly, he didn’t. It was…fine. But he somehow felt more isolated lying next to her than he'd been sitting alone in his apartment earlier that week.
The way her hair lay just tickling her shoulders.
Roman slipped out of Gabrielle’s bed before dawn.
[bookmark: _cwf90xhe9ydq]Chapter 152: Morning After (Both POVs)
Elizabeth woke up alone in her own bed. The engagement party felt like a fever dream.
She checked her voicemail. Jake had called. 
“Had a wonderful time last night. Call me when you're free.”
[bookmark: _enqb4ipcioe3]#
Roman made orange pekoe in his apartment, Gabrielle’s perfume still clung to his undershirt.
His phone rang. Gabrielle.
"Good morning," she said, "I don’t know where you slinked off to but I was hoping we could grab brunch!"
He closed his eyes. 
"I, uh, can't today," he said. "Work stuff. You know how it is."
"Oh! Okay. Maybe next weekend then?"
"Yea, maybe."
The silence stretched uncomfortably. Roman could hear her recalibrating, could practically feel her realizing that last night hadn't meant what she'd hoped it would mean.
"Roman," she said carefully, "you know that if you're not interested in pursuing this, it's okay.”
The honesty in her voice made him feel like an even bigger asshole than he already did.
"You're right. I'm sorry."
"Oh." Her voice was disappointed. "I was hoping I was wrong. But, I see...ok…"
After she hung up, Roman sat in his kitchen and tried to ignore the voice in his head that whispered he'd just sabotaged something good for no reason.
How about Sunday?	Comment by Kiran Malik: check to make sure that more conversation was implied
Elizabeth’s voice was in his head again. He was counting down the hours.
[bookmark: _x2hz8cpsizb2]Chapter 153: The Talk (Sept 1, ‘92)
It was strange that no matter how much Roman thought about Sunday, it didn't make it arrive any faster.
When it finally did, the day underwhelmed the occasion. The weather was gray and drizzling, the kind that made everything feel muted.
They had agreed to meet at 'Forget Me Not'. The irony was not lost on either of them. He'd arrived fifteen minutes early and was nursing a decaf Americano with three sweeteners, watching the door.
She walked in at exactly two o'clock, shaking raindrops from her now short hair. Roman's chest tightened at the sight of her in Levi's and a navy sweater, more casual than he'd seen her in months. He had suggested they sit in the back area in the corner booth.
"Hi," she said, sliding into the seat across from him. 
Across, not beside.
"Hi."
The barista appeared immediately. A young man with jaggedly cut hair, as if he'd cut it himself in the dark with his left hand. Elizabeth ordered English Breakfast Tea.
"So..." Roman said.
"So."
Elizabeth wrapped her hands around her water glass like it was an anchor. "Thank you for meeting me."
"Sure. Yea. Of course." Roman studied her face, looking for clues about what she wanted from this conversation. "How are things?"
"I'm doing well. Classes are going good..." She saw Roman shifting in his seat and trailed off to show him that she noticed.
"Sorry," he said. "Small talk feels a bit weird."
"It does, yeah."
They were practically alone in their seating area. Entirely alone when the last person got up to leave.
"Look, I'll just get into it," Elizabeth said, shifting around herself.
"I've been thinking. About us. About what happened."
About what happened. Roman felt his pulse quicken. "Right."
"I think... it was a mistake." She paused. "I think I made a mistake."
Roman wasn't sure he'd heard correctly. His head was swimming and he gripped his mug tighter.
His voice came out dangerously calm. "A…mistake?"
Elizabeth blinked, taken aback by the edge in his tone. "I—uh, yes."
Roman set his mug down. “You call it a mistake like you accidentally ordered the wrong coffee."
"That's not what I meant—"
"Sorry. What did you mean?" Roman's voice was quiet but cutting. "Because from where I'm sitting, a mistake is something you do by accident.”
Elizabeth's face went pale. "Roman, I—"
“Liz, there’s something I have to say,” Roman said. “Something I didn’t know if I would ever say.”
She stopped midsentence.
“I didn’t know if I’d ever say it, but I have to say it now. I can’t sit here across from you and let you talk without you knowing what I really think.”
The barista handed her a mug. She wrapped both hands around it to help settle her nerves.
She was careful, apprehensive. “Ok. Please. Tell me.”
His eyes searched the booth and the impressionist artwork hanging behind her. Then he started. Slow at first.
“I spent months planning to make your birthday week special. Months, Elizabeth. Finding and importing the perfect gifts, coordinating cake flavours with your friends, booking the restaurant, doing arts and crafts as a grown man...." His voice cracked slightly. “Then…a few days later, I’m holding your hair while you throw up…after having said words that destroyed me."
She hid her face. "I know. I know I hurt you—"
"Do you?” Roman leaned back in his chair, creating distance. "You didn't just break up with me, Elizabeth. You made me question everything. Every moment we'd shared, every time you said you loved me, every plan we'd made. You made me wonder if any of it was real."
"It was real," Elizabeth whispered. "All of it. All of it was real."
"Then why?" The question sounded like it was torn loose. "Why did you do it?"
Elizabeth wiped her eyes. "Roman, I was…scared. I guess I thought it would be easier to destroy us myself rather than wait for you to realize I wasn't worth it."
Roman stared at her. "That's bullshit"
Elizabeth flinched as if he'd actually hit her.
"You decided for both of us," Roman continued, his voice getting stronger. "You didn't trust me enough to tell me what you were feeling. You didn't think I deserved the chance to understand or help."
"I was trying to protect yo—"
"No. Elizabeth. You weren’t." Roman's composure finally cracked. "You were protecting yourself. From having to be vulnerable, from having to trust someone, from taking the risk”
The lights buzzed overhead.
"You're right."
[bookmark: _rtgchix70vj5]#
The simple statement settled between them like a verdict. Part of him wanted to reach for her, to comfort her the way he always had. But a stronger part, the part that had learned to survive without her, held back.
"Why did you want to meet me?" he asked quietly.
Elizabeth looked up at him through her moist and glistening green eyes.
"Because I love you. Because I never stopped loving you. Because seeing you again at that party made me realize I'd rather be terrified with you than safe without you."
"Love." He laughed bitterly. "You love me, but you'd rather run than fight. That's not love, Elizabeth.”
He got up and started toward the door, then stopped. When he turned back, the colour had drained from Elizabeth’s face, but those same green eyes held him in place.
"Here's what I don't understand," he didn’t raise his voice. He didn’t need to. "If you loved me so much, why didn't you fight for us? Why didn't you tell me you were scared instead of just disappearing? Why didn't you trust that I might love you enough to work through it together?"	Comment by Kiran Malik: integrate some of the michelle stuff in here
"Because I didn't think I deserved it. I still don't."
“You know? Maybe you're right…”
[bookmark: _t9wjdgtnr3rs]#
“...but I still love you”
"Roman—"
"No," he said sharply. "If we do this” hand punctuating each word. “If we do this, it's different this time. No more running. We are in this. Together. Really in this.”
“Yes, I----”
"No. Don't promise me anything yet." Roman interrupted. "Because here's the thing. I love you, but you hurt me. And I don’t know if that’s something we can come back from. I have to learn to trust that you won’t do it again”
The brutal honesty of it. Elizabeth reached across the table tentatively, and Roman let her take his hand, though he didn't squeeze back.
"What if we…started there?" she asked quietly. "What if we rebuilt trust first?"
Roman looked down at their joined hands. Her touch still sent electricity up his arm, still made him want to pull her closer and promise everything would be okay. But want was different than should.
He pulled away.
“I need time”
"How much time?"
"I don't know.”
Elizabeth nodded."Okay.”
"I should go."
"Wait." She pleaded. "Can I walk you home?”
[bookmark: _yxyzcl5ub6pe]#
Outside, the drizzle had stopped but the sidewalks were still slick with rain. Roman walked at his normal pace: long strides that had always been too fast for Elizabeth's shorter legs.
Elizabeth had to take quicker steps to stay beside him, her breathing slightly elevated from the effort. She kept glancing at his profile, looking for signs of softening, but Roman kept his eyes fixed straight ahead.
They walked in silence for three blocks. The familiar route to his apartment building felt different now. It was charged with everything they'd said and hadn't.
"Roman," she said finally, a little breathless. "Can you slow down a bit?"
He didn't respond immediately, and didn't alter his pace. For a moment Elizabeth thought he might ignore her entirely. Then, almost imperceptibly, his strides shortened.
"Thank you," she said quietly.
They reached the entrance to his building as the late afternoon light was fading behind the clouds. Roman stopped at the front door and turned to face her. Elizabeth looked up at him.
"Well, we’re here."
Elizabeth nodded, but didn't move to leave. Before he could say anything else, she stepped forward and wrapped her arms around him. She held on like she meant to keep him there forever. Her fingers pressed into his back and he could feel her ragged breath on his shoulder.
Every muscle in his body tensed as if he were being attacked rather than embraced. His arms stayed at his sides, his jaw clenched. Elizabeth could feel his resistance, the way he held himself apart even as she pressed closer.
His hands twitched at his sides, muscle memory wanting to return the embrace, but his mind held firm, protecting the boundaries he'd learned to build. Then, slowly, the rigidity in his shoulders began to ease. 
Elizabeth felt the change and pressed her face into his chest, allowing herself this moment of closeness she'd been craving for months. 
Finally, Roman's hands moved to her shoulders, gently but firmly creating space between them. Elizabeth looked up at him, tears in her eyes again, searching his face.
"Elizabeth," his voice hoarse with emotion. "That’s too much. Not yet."
She nodded, understanding even through her disappointment. 
Roman's hands lingered on her shoulders for another moment before he stepped back completely, putting the careful distance back between them.
"I need you to go now," he said, not unkindly but with finality. 
Elizabeth walked away without looking back, knowing that if she did, she might lose her resolve entirely. Roman watched her go, standing in the doorway of his building until she disappeared around the corner.
[bookmark: _71ic2tet385r]Chapter 154: Maria and Elizabeth (Sep 3, ‘92)
Maria was already at their usual table at Cluny Bistro when Elizabeth arrived, practically vibrating with curiosity. She'd ordered them both wine without asking. A sure sign she was expecting drama.
“George said Roman looked like he'd been hit by a truck when he saw him later on Sunday."
Elizabeth picked up her glass by the stem and took a large gulp, buying herself time. "We talked."
"Elizabeth, if you don't give me details right now, I'm going to call Roman myself and get his version."
“You wouldn't.”
“Try me.”
Elizabeth set down her glass and stared at legs running down the side. "We're not back together. But we're not... not back together either."
"What does that even mean?"
“It means he needs time.”
Maria's expression softened slightly, but her curiosity remained sharp. "Oh, what did he say?"
"Basically that I was selfish." Elizabeth picked at her napkin. "That he needs to learn to trust me again."
"Ouch."
Elizabeth nodded. 
Maria leaned forward, "but he still wants to be with you?"
"He said he loves me, but I’m not so sure he wants to be with me.."
Maria chewed one of her nails. "So what's the plan?"
"No plan. Maria, he barely let me hold him. I didn’t know how much Roman withholding his affection could hurt,” she continued. “He was always so generous with it. Pulling back was just something he had never done with me before…”
They ordered breakfast food, despite it being lunchtime. Eggs benedict for Maria, avocado toast for Elizabeth.
"Okay, but what about Jake? You can't exactly keep dating him while you're trying to see how things go with Roman."
Elizabeth's stomach dropped. Tall accountant Jake who'd left three voicemails since Sunday. Voicemails that she hadn't returned.
"I guess I’ll just have to break up with him."
"Obviously. But when?"
"Soon. Today, maybe." Elizabeth pushed her food around on her plate. "God, I feel terrible about it. He's such a nice guy."
"But uninspired.” Maria finished. “Remember that part. And Elizabeth, you've been dating him for what, two months? It's not like you're leaving him at the altar."
"I know, but he really likes me. He talks about introducing me to his parents, about weekend trips we should take. And I've been going along with it."
Maria punctured an egg yolk with her fork and spread it across the english muffin. "Can I ask you something?"
"Sure."
"Do you actually want Roman back, or do you just want to not have made a mistake?"
"I...wait, what do you mean?"
"I mean, are you trying to get him back because you love him and want to be with him, or because you can't stand the idea that you threw away something or something good?” Maria stabbed a breakfast potato. “Because those are different things…look, I love you both and just want you to go in, or back in, I guess, with eyes wide open.”
Elizabeth nodded. "I guess I don't really know…I mean I think about him constantly. I miss him constantly. But I don't know for sure.”
"Ok, well, what scares you more: being with him or without him?"
"Being without him," her answer was immediate. Then she examined her avocado toast. "...but also being with him.”
Maria leaned back and laughed. "I think you're afraid of wanting things. Like, really wanting them. Probably because you weren’t allowed to want things before and, two, wanting something means you might not get it, or you might lose it."
Elizabeth broke eye contact, reaching for a strawberry.
Maria signaled the server for more wine. "You know what George said to me right before he proposed?"
Elizabeth shook her head.
"He said, 'I'd rather have six years of real love with you than sixty years of comfortable, vanilla shet with someone else.'” She mimicked his thick accent. “I thought he was being dramatic, but now I know he was right."	Comment by Kiran Malik: call forward
[bookmark: _s6vkuoi8nqd7]Chapter 155 (Sep 10, ‘92)
Elizabeth finally called Jake back, apologizing by saying she was busy with CPA exam prep.
It wasn't entirely a lie. The exam was in six weeks, and she was actually spending most evenings buried in GAAP intricacies and tax code. But mostly, she was just avoidant.
Finally, on Wednesday night, Jake showed up at her apartment with Thai takeout and a patient smile.
"I brought pad thai and spring rolls," he said, holding up the grease stained paper bag. "I know how you get when you’re studying. Food is the last thing on your mind."
This was exactly the kind of thing that would make what she was about to do so much worse.
"Jake..."
His smile faltered slightly. "Is everything alright? You sounded weird on the phone."
"Uh, no, not really," Elizabeth said, stepping aside to let him in. "Look, you didn't do anything wrong, but…I can't do this anymore.”
"What are you talking about? Do what? The relationship?"
"Us." One word. 
He blinked. "Why?"
All of a sudden her rehearsed speech was gone and Elizabeth couldn’t think of a single word to say. Her eyes helplessly wandered around the room.
Jake’s expression shifted from confusion to something more pointed. "Christ, is this about him? The guy from the engagement party?"
"Who?"
"Roman. Elizabeth. I'm not an idiot."
"Jake—"
"So are you getting back together with him?"
Elizabeth hesitated a microsecond too long.
"Fucking unbelievable," he stood up abruptly.
"Jake, it's not that simple—"
"But isn't it?" Calmness cracked and fell away. Heat rose from his words. 
"You don't understand the situation."
"Then why don’t you explain it to me Elizabeth. Because from where I'm sitting, you've been lying to me and yourself for months about being over your ex, and now you're throwing away what we have for that little fuck?"
“Don’t talk about him like that.”
Jake's face settled. He was trying to stay contained. “It’s like I don’t even know you.”
“You never really tried to.”
"So this is my fault?”
"Yes..no..I don't know…” Elizabeth ran her hands through her hair, frustration pouring out of her. "I became whoever I thought you wanted me to be, and you were so happy with the fake version that you never noticed”
"For Christ’s sake" 
"Jake, it’s not like it was all fake…I just gave you the parts of me that were easiest to love."
"And Roman? You gave him the rest?"
Elizabeth couldn’t make words.
Jake was quiet for a long moment, staring at her like he was seeing her for the first time.
"You know what's really messed up about this?" he said finally. "You're breaking up with me because I didn't push hard enough to see your flaws. Because I accepted the version of you that you chose to show me instead of demanding access to your shit." Jake shook his head. "Do you hear how insane that is?"
"Jake, ple--"
"No, I get it now. You're addicted to the drama of it. To the push and pull and the emotional intensity of loving someone who sees all your shit and makes you work for it." Jake grabbed his jacket from the back of the chair. "Well, congratulations. You found your perfect match. Someone who'll make you suffer for love instead of just giving it to you."
Her voice was hardly a whimper. “You don't understand."
"I understand perfectly.”  Jake headed toward the door, then turned back. "And you know what the worst part is? You're probably right about us. I probably don't know the real you. But that's because you never gave me the chance. You never gave us a chance” 
Elizabeth felt tears streaming down her face now. "I’m sorry.”
The door slammed behind him, leaving Elizabeth alone in her kitchen staring at the accounting textbooks spread across her table. 
[bookmark: _fwhlfckqk9qs]Chapter 156: Roman and George (Sep 25, ‘92)
Roman and George met outside, on the patio. George looked like he was about to step onto a yacht, outfit complete with boat shoes and linen everything. The sunlight hit his wrist and caught Roman in the eye.
“New watch?” he winced. “Looks nice”
“It’s a Tag” he said, understated in a way that it sounded dismissive.
“A what?” 
“A Tag.”
Roman looked closer. 
Tag Heuer
“Tag HER?” Roman said.
“HOY-ER, you uncultured swine. It’s Swiss. Stainless Steel. Sapphire Crystal”
“Very nice.” Roman took a mental note.
Tag Hoy-er
“It was a gift from Maria. She said if I’m getting her two rings, she can return the favour. I’m not usually a watch guy, but I think I might become one.”
Such a grown up present…
George snapped him out of it.
"Ok, Rome, I’ve been hearing a bunch of crep from Maria about Elizabeth. What’s going on? How have things been going since you talked?" 
“Heard about the talk eh? Yea, it’s been fine, I guess.” 
“Only fine?”
The waitress came over and he ordered a cider. George ordered an orange belgian wietbier.
“Yea, fine. Civil, I guess. We’ve been going for walks. Both of us are treading on eggshells most of the time. It’s not exactly comfortable.”
George waited for more, but Roman just drummed his fingers against the tin metal table.
"That doesn't sound particularly encouraging."
"What can I say? A lot happened when we broke up. A lot that we didn’t share with you and Maria. Or at least I didn’t.”
George feigned hurt. 
"Look, she asks about my work. I ask about her exam prep. We do laps around Trinity." 
The drinks came. Roman took a big pull.
“It’s awkward for most of it. Honestly there were times during that I thought it would be easier to just meet someone new."
George nodded slowly. "Someone without all your history?”
"Someone who doesn't require a fucking instruction manual just to have a normal conversation."
They sat quiet for a minute. George gave him a disapproving look. He didn’t need to. Roman knew that he took that comment a bit far.
“Sorry” he said quietly, rubbing his temples. “It’s not that bad. It’s just--”
"Just?"
"I guess I thought she'd do something….like if she was going to reach out and start this up again….I thought she’d do something to show me she actually wants this, instead of just words.”
[bookmark: _6lz2zhiwk08a]Chapter 157 (Oct 22, ‘92)
It was the third and final day of her exam. Elizabeth walked out of the test center knowing she'd done well. That was never in question. The question was, if she got a perfect score. Her father’s voice in her head, the renowned and stately PhD. 
98%? What happened to the other two?
She cracked open a warm diet coke and tore into a family sized bag of skittles. Both, she brought with her in her clear plastic pencil case for after. 
The reality of it was starting to settle in: The UFE, the major qualifying exam for Chartered Accountants in Ontario, was behind her. In three weeks she'd know whether three years of night classes had paid off.
Her study group was already at ‘Murphy's Law’ when she got there. She ordered a gin and tonic.
Randy from her tax class was buying rounds, Emily was already planning her post-certification vacation, and Elizabeth felt like she was watching it all happen to someone other than her. Mercifully, Jake had gone with another group to The WheatSheaf across town.
By closing time, she was drunk enough that walking required concentration. Her study group had scattered to their various apartments and relationships, and Elizabeth found herself alone on Queen Street, realizing she had no one to call.
Maria would be asleep. Renee and Hannah were at a concert. Her mother would want a play-by-play of every question. Jake... well, Jake wasn't an option anymore.
Roman. 
I wonder if he even remembered I wrote today.
Without really deciding to, Elizabeth found herself walking toward his neighborhood. Just to see the building, maybe. Then she stopped.
It had been fifty-one days days since the coffee shop. Fifty-one days and seven walks in the park later. But, she still clearly remembered the look on his face. The one that accused her of a thousand things at once without a single word leaving his mouth. 
Cold, uncaring, narcissistic.
The look that made her face herself.
Suddenly, she was shivering. Elizabeth turned on her heel, put in earbuds and turned up the volume until it hurt.
[bookmark: _wvkckr2ji6n2]Chapter 158: The Walk (Oct 29, ‘92)
Later that week Elizabeth and Roman met at the park. They started walking without discussing direction, following the path they'd taken twice before. She wore her light wash levi’s and a red wool sweater.
"How was your week?" Roman asked. 
"A lot less busy, now that the exam is over."
"Right. How did it go?"
The world dipped. He had forgotten.
“Well, I think. I left feeling like I knew at least seventy percent of the questions for sure, but it’s hard to tell…especially with all the adrenaline.”
The sound of tennis balls being hit back and forth and sneakers squeaking pulled his attention.
"How about you? How's work going?"
"Fine. Tedious, mostly. Vernon wants everything triple-checked. I’m travelling a bit more."
A loose golden retriever was chasing tennis balls with single-minded determination. 
"That's good, though, right?" Elizabeth said. "They’re trusting you with the big accounts?"
"Sure."
Roman was annoyed at himself. 
He couldn’t play aloof. Not with her. But he couldn’t talk to her about the things he really wanted to. Not yet.
He asked some more questions about the exam. Nothing about how she was actually feeling. Nothing that would require him to comfort her or celebrate with her or be anything more than a polite acquaintance.
"Want to sit for a bit?" Elizabeth asked when they reached the north end.
They found an empty bench and sat rigidly. There was a toddler learning to walk.
"She's cute," Elizabeth said.
Roman waited for her to say more. Something about kids, about their future, about anything that mattered. But Elizabeth just watched the scene with the same careful distance as him.
"Elizabeth," Roman said finally.
"Mmm?"
"What are we doing here? Because--”
Roman stopped himself.
“Because?” Elizabeth prompted softly.
He shook his head. Sighed. 
“Nevermind.”
If only you knew how hard I am trying. She thought.
She moved her hand closer to his. He pulled it back.
They sat in silence, watching the father pick up the little girl and gather her toys. The little girl waved goodbye to them, completely unselfconscious in her joy.
"I should probably head back," Elizabeth said. "Early day tomorrow."
"Right." Running home again, nothing has changed. 
They walked to the park entrance in silence, the careful politeness settling back over them like fog. At the gate, Elizabeth turned to face him.
"Same time next week?"
"Sure."
Elizabeth started to leave, then stopped. "Rome? Thanks for...this.”
He nodded then turned his back. 
This time he turned, she was thankful. This time, he wouldn’t see her cry.
[bookmark: _y9j1b6be2941]Chapter 159 (Nov 12, ‘92)
Finally. The blue logo she was waiting for. It was heavier than she thought.
Elizabeth stared at it for ten minutes before taking it to her kitchen island and opening it carefully, like she was defusing a bomb. She finally got it open without ripping the envelope, and her vision blurred slightly from the nerves as she scanned for the result. Her professional future would be determined by one of two four-letter words: PASS/FAIL. Binary, clear, and final.
The exams had been challenging but fair. There was a lot riding on this, not just emotional investment, but financial and time as well. Back in March she interviewed with Grant Thornton’s accounting department for a bookkeeper position. She didn’t tell them until a month in that she was studying for her CPA and she almost wished she hadn’t. They had a policy to sponsor employees, her and two others. With that money, they had the right to questions.
“Did you pass?” “Was it hard? “How did it go?” “Do you think you did well?”
The firm had given the three of them the day off, knowing it was 'results day'.
Her mind was still buzzing and she had to consciously will her eyes to focus when she finally spotted the word on the bottom third of the page.
PASS.
Thank god.
Elizabeth sank onto her kitchen stool, the letter shaking in her hands. She read it again to make sure. PASS. Then a third time. PASS. The official seal, her name typed in formal font, the single word that changed everything.
She was a Chartered Accountant. Three years of night classes, weekend study sessions, practice exams until her eyes burned…all of it had led to this moment. This piece of paper that would hopefully open doors and validate her sacrifices.
After collapsing onto the couch for exactly thirty seconds, she called her parents, who weren't home, and left a voicemail.
"Mom, Dad - I passed! I'm a CA! Save the paper today, please. I'll try you again tomorrow, I'm just going to pop into the office and share the good news!"
She called Maria next. Then Hannah. Then Renee. Each conversation followed the same pattern: squeals of congratulation, promises to celebrate properly, questions about what came next. Everyone was thrilled for her, proud of her, ready to mark this milestone.
Elizabeth put on something semi-presentable: black slacks and a blouse. The Grant Thornton offices buzzed with their usual Thursday energy, but when Elizabeth walked into the accounting department with her letter, a cheer went up.
"Elizabeth!" Her manager, Lauren, appeared with a bottle of champagne that had clearly been waiting in his office. "Show me, show me, show me."
"I passed," She said, holding up the letter.
"Of course you did! We never doubted it for a second." Lauren popped the champagne cork, sending foam across the break room. "Randy and Ralph got their results too. All three of our sponsored candidates passed. One hundred percent success rate."
More cheers. More congratulations. Elizabeth accepted a plastic cup of champagne and tried to match the energy around her, but her strongest emotion was relief.
Randy appeared at her elbow, grinning widely. "Can you believe it? We actually did it."
"I know, it's incredible."
"Lauren’s taking us all out for drinks after work. Somewhere nice, to properly celebrate."
[bookmark: _vgh98087n85u]#
The drinks had started at the Grand Royale. Expensive cocktails overlooking the harbor, this was Lauren’s way of showing the ‘firm's appreciation’. Elizabeth found herself seated between Randy and Ralph, listening to war stories from colleagues who'd taken the exam in previous years.
"The worst part wasn't the studying," said Parth from audit. "It was the waiting for results. I was convinced I'd failed, as more time passed."
"I barely slept the night before," added Amit from tax. "Kept having nightmares about showing up to the wrong testing center."
Elizabeth laughed, but her mind kept drifting. She thought about Roman's promotion celebration, how he'd called her from the office, voice tight with excitement and disbelief. How she'd dropped everything to meet him, how they'd spent hours talking through every detail of his success.
More congratulations. More champagne. Elizabeth's cheeks were starting to hurt. Until the champagne made it hard to notice.
After dinner, the group migrated to a place near the office, a firkin pub. It was more casual, where they could properly unwind. The senior staff left them to finish off the night with their peers. The conversation started to flow easier.
"So what's next for you?" asked Ralph. “I’m thinking of starting up my own PE shop” 
"You managing other people’s money? I need another drink," Parth joked. 
“I’ll come with you” Elizabeth said and they started pushing through the crowd toward the bar.
The bartender was young, probably a university student working part-time. He had kind eyes and an easy smile that reminded her of someone.
"What can I get you?"
"Gin and tonic. Make it strong."
Parth ordered a double rum and coke.
As she waited for her drink, Elizabeth caught her reflection in the mirror behind the bar. Flushed cheeks, eyes bright from alcohol.
The bartender handed her the drink, and Elizabeth took a large sip, letting the gin burn in her throat. She turned toward her colleagues, then she realized she didn't want to go back.
What she wanted was to call the one person she hadn’t yet, and tell him she'd passed. 
What she wanted was for someone to care about the person behind the achievement, not just the achievement itself.
"Elizabeth!" Randy appeared beside her, his own drink in hand. "There you are. Amit was asking for study tips. Apparently he doesn’t trust my methods"
"Right," Elizabeth said, finishing her gin and tonic in one long swallow. "Let me get another drink first."
By ten o'clock, Elizabeth was properly drunk for the first time since writing. 
The kind of drunk where thoughts came unfiltered and emotions sat right at the surface.
Her colleagues had grown louder and more relaxed, sharing increasingly personal stories about their families, friends, and relationships. Ralph was leading most of it. 
“Are you single?” Ralph asked her. He had moved closer and closer to her in the last half hour.
“I’m drunk is what I am” Elizabeth said, trying to avoid the question. 
Am I single?
“Is that right?” 
Elizabeth straightened up abruptly and let out a tiny yelp. His hand was moving up her thigh.
"I should head home," she slurred to the group.
"Already?" Ralph looked disappointed. "The night's just getting started."
"Early morning tomorrow."
“You’re hammered, let me call you a cab at least” Randy offered.
She waved him off and said her goodbyes, accepted final congratulations, and stumbled out onto the street, hoping Ralph didn’t offer to help get her home. The air was sharp against her flushed skin, and for a moment she couldn't remember which direction led to the subway.
She thought about going home to her empty apartment, about calling Maria to debrief the evening, about any of the normal things someone might do.
Instead, she found herself thinking about his building again, about the walks they'd been taking, about how carefully they'd avoided anything important.
She stopped at an LCBO to pick up a bottle of white. She would show up and they would drink. And talk, maybe.
It started to rain lightly.
Elizabeth had greatly underestimated how far his apartment was from the pub. By the time she got there it was well past midnight.
[bookmark: _381l8uwfa9rg]Chapter 160
The intercom sounded aggressively. It woke him on the first buzz. He ignored it, someone probably hit it by mistake. It buzzed four more times.
Finally, he pressed the button.
"Hello?" Roman's voice came through the intercom, groggy with sleep.
"Hi…It's me.”
"Jesus. Elizabeth?” He groaned. “What time is it?"
"I don't know. Late. I'm sorry. Were you sleeping?”
"Are you okay? You sound—"
"I'm drunk.” She said, like a kid caught stealing cookies. “I know I shouldn't be here, but--."
The intercom went quiet for so long that Elizabeth thought he'd hung up on her. Then the door buzzed open.
"Just come up."
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Roman was at the door before Elizabeth made it up the stairs, having thrown on a t-shirt and loose jeans. When the elevator opened, he saw all of her. Soaking wet, mascara streaked down her cheeks, empty wine bottle in hand. 
"Christ, Elizabeth. What happened?"
"I passed," she said in a sardonic sing-song voice. “I passed my exa--” her voice broke.
Was that a tear? Or water?
"I passed my exam and I wanted you to know"
Roman moved to her and guided her inside. His hands were gentle on her shoulders. She was shivering.
"Let's get you dry first, okay? Then we can talk."
He disappeared into his bedroom and came back with a towel, one of his old university sweatshirts, and black Roots sweatpants. Elizabeth stood in his living room, dripping on his hardwood floor, hair matted down around her face.
"Here," he said quietly, handing her the dry clothes. "You know where the bathroom is. Take your time."
Roman made herbal tea.
Elizabeth had shown up at his apartment at midnight, drunk and crying about passing her exam. It didn't make complete sense, but the pain in her voice told him everything he needed to know for now.
She emerged from the bathroom swimming in his sweatshirt, her hair damp and curling around her shoulders. She looked young and vulnerable.
"Is that better?" he asked softly.
She nodded, accepting the mug he offered. They sat on opposite ends of his couch, but Roman could see her trembling.
She couldn’t possibly still be cold.
“You said you passed your exam? That’s great. Congratulations” 
She looked down.
Roman wrung his hands.
The way she held herself made Roman want to cross the space between them and take over. But something held him back. Part of it being that it felt like an accusation. Like he was solely responsible for crossing the chasm. Weeks of careful distance, months of learned self-protection.
"I am proud of you, you worked incredibly hard for this."
“Thank you.”
The tears, the raw honesty, the way she was looking at him like he was her anchor in a storm.
Elizabeth set down her mug and moved closer to him on the couch, close enough that he could smell the shampoo in her hair. Could see the pain in her eyes.
"I want to stop pretending that what we are doing now is enough."
"Elizabeth, it’s not that simple. And you're drunk. Maybe we should talk about this when—"
"When what? When I'm sober enough to be careful again?" She reached for his hand. "I miss you, Roman. So much.”
Roman looked down, feeling the familiar electricity of her touch. The careful boundaries they'd maintained for weeks seemed suddenly arbitrary, fragile constructs that couldn't withstand the weight of genuine need.
“Do you miss me at all?” 
“Of course I do”
Tears started flowing down her face. A few dropped onto the couch.
“Then how could you replace me so quickly?” Hurt streaked across her face.
“Me!? What about Jake?”
Her eyes flicked towards him.
“Something bad things take the place where good things go”
They both went quiet. Something like mutual understanding.
"It’s not about him. I know that. Or Gabrielle.” He rubbed his mouth with his hand. “It’s that you hurt me," he said quietly. "Really badly. I can't just forget that because you had a bad night."
"I'm not asking you to forget.”
Roman studied her face, seeing past the alcohol and tears to something more essential. 
"What are you saying?"
"I'm saying I don't want to go home tonight.”
"Elizabeth—"
"Rome…this is the only way I know how to fight for us."
Roman was quiet for a long moment, then slowly reached up to brush a tear from her cheek. "You're exhausted. You've been drinking. Let’s start with some food and water."
As he started to get off the couch Elizabeth caught his hand and put it to her chest.
She leaned into it and he could feel her heart beating. "You're going to take care of me." She said. Not a question. 
He reached for her, pulling her into his arms for the first time in months without reservation or careful boundaries. Elizabeth melted against him, and he felt something.
When he held her away from him, her eyebrows knitted about to cry until the storm broke. Neither moved at first. Every part of the world slowed and the muted sounds of his apartment softened. Even the light seemed to bend inward.
Soft lips, warm breath. Hands careful, unsure of where to land. She pressed into him like he might disappear if she didn’t. He held her like he wasn’t sure if he was dreaming. Something split open and something else poured through. It was an unraveling of everything they couldn’t say.
He led her to the bedroom. Both moved slowly. Intentionally. She sat on the edge of his bed, still wearing his university sweatshirt. Hair damp.
He pushed her gently down onto the bed with the weight of his body. He pressed into her, his lips on the side of her neck. Exhaling softly into her ear. 
Her hands were on the hem of his shirt. She tugged it upwards. He stopped her. She looked into his eyes and he shook his head and gently, but firmly placed her arms by her side.
One of his hands was on her jaw. The other on her hip. His mouth explored the skin by her collarbone and shoulders. 
The hand on her hip slipped by her sweatshirt. Her chest heaved, but she didn’t say a word. 
Roman traced freckles with his finger and pulled the sweatshirt off. Their hips pressed together and he tossed it into the corner of the room.
She could feel all of him against her.
He moved down her torso leaving a trail of soft kisses. Both hands on her breasts, squeezing, his mouth was on her stomach and the top of her hips. She felt his urgency, but also his patience. He wouldn’t rush.
Roman continued down to the waistband, pulling them lower to expose white lace underwear. He moved his tongue under, tracing the line from one side to the other. Breathing her in like he was trying to memorize the scent.
Her hands were resisting the urge to pull him back to her mouth, but she couldn’t have both.
He moved off the bed and kneeled in front of her. She started to sit up on her elbows. He gently pushed her back flat. He slipped off both of her layers and paused for the briefest of moments. Then didn’t.
Her breath caught and she squeezed her eyes closed. Her mouth was open but no sound could escape.
He felt the pressure of her legs tighten around his ears and her hands pulling and teasing his hair. They moaned softly in time with each other. She moved when he moved. 
The stubble on the inside of her thighs. It felt good and she couldn’t take much more.
She grabbed a handful of his hair, and pulled his mouth up to hers. When she kissed him, it carried the entire time they were separated. He returned all of it. 
Her hands slipped down to position him and he pushed into her with a soft groan.
She gasped then said his name like a prayer. Roman buried his face in her hair and kept his lips close to her ear. 
Afterwards, they lay still. Intertwined and holding each other. Their foreheads pressed together. Elizabeth inhaled the scent of his breath from his nose. She cupped the side of his face and a tear escaped her eye and ran down his cheek.
[bookmark: _vv9al7ptg2bl]Chapter 161: An Ordinary Life by Roman - Morphine	Comment by Kiran Malik: message somewhere that he uses James for this because it was too painful to live it as Ewan, which is him
The fall happened too suddenly. Ewan didn't have time to brace. Next thing he knew he was on the ground.
"Don't move," the physio assistant said, kneeling beside him. "Just stay still while I call the doctor."
The pain shot up his leg and up his spine in waves that made his vision blur. Ewan gritted his teeth, but it felt like someone was shearing his bone off.
The doctor appeared within minutes, his face calm but concerned as he examined the injury. "We need to get you to imaging," she said. "Looks like you may have refractured something."
He gripped the sides of the wheelchair as they moved him from room to room. "We're going to give you something for the pain," the nurse said, preparing a syringe. Ewan looked at the ceiling as she administered it.
Then, a glowing hush.
Not joy exactly. Not excitement or happiness. It was completion. As if every unmet need, ache, and doubt had been answered in silence. No wanting, no past. Just the now. And it was perfect.
The idea of pain was now abstract. A word in another language you used to know. Still thinking, but without urgency. Thoughts slow in a way that feels merciful.
He felt light. So light that his body was not something he inhabited, but something gently set aside.
Ewan could die here and now, and not mind.
But he wouldn’t. Instead he would remember what it felt like to believe in the possibility of healing.
[bookmark: _kyr2z7gp67e5]Chapter 162 (Late Nov, ‘92)
Elizabeth stood at the window of the Midtown hotel room, watching the morning rush hour traffic crawl down Seventh Avenue three stories below. She'd been awake for twenty minutes, listening to Roman move around the bathroom, the familiar sounds of him getting ready for work was somehow both comforting and surreal.
The small kitchenette felt like playing house: Elizabeth opening and closing cabinets to find mugs, Roman's toiletries scattered across the bathroom counter, his suit and dress shirts hanging in the tiny closet.
"Tea?" she called toward the bathroom.
"No thanks," came his muffled reply through the door.
Roman emerged from the bathroom in his charcoal suit, navy blue tie draped around his neck, still unknotted. Elizabeth's hands moved toward him.
"You want help with that?"
His hands stilled on the silk. "Sure."
She stepped closer, close enough to smell his minty breath, close enough to see deep into his dark eyes. Elizabeth reached up and began working the tie, her fingers brushing against his collar. 
"I just remembered I don’t know how to tie a tie," she said, looping it around once and using it to pull him down for a kiss.
He smiled and spun her around to hug her from behind. They looked at each other in the full-length dressing mirror next to the TV. In this small hotel room, everything was basically next to the TV.
“It’s perfect,” he said. Looking directly at her wearing his long T-shirt like a dress.
“You are the one…” she trailed off as his hands ran down the front of her body “...that’s perfect” 
She checked the clock on the stove. “Wait, aren’t you going to be late?” 
“My meetings at nine…so we’ve got an hour,” he winked.
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Roman redressed. “Ok, now I’ve really got to go. Are you going to be ok?”
“Yea, I'll just... explore Manhattan. Find something to do."
"I'll probably be back around six. We could grab dinner somewhere."
"Sounds good."
Roman gathered his briefcase and notes. But at the door, he hesitated.
"Elizabeth?"
"Yeah?"
“This is... I'm glad you came.”
“Me too.”
Elizabeth sat on the unmade bed and tried to process where she was. A hotel room in Manhattan - tagging along on Roman’s work trip. Their first trip together, her first time in the states. All from saying yes to a half-joking invitation that somehow turned real.
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Roman found Elizabeth curled up in the hotel room's single armchair, reading a book she'd bought at the Strand. She'd changed into jeans and a sweater, her hair still slightly damp from a shower. So naturally intimate that it threw Roman off for a second.
“Honey, I’m home,” he joked.
"How was your day?" she asked, smiling up from her book.
"Long. Good, but long." Roman loosened his tie, exhaustion evident in the way he moved. "Everyone on the procurement side from Constellation Brands is happy, which is what matters."
"And tomorrow?"
"Final presentation. Then we're done."
Elizabeth closed her book, giving him her full attention. "Nervous?"
Roman considered the question. Shrugged.
"You want to order room service?" Roman asked, changing the subject before the moment could become too heavy. "I'm too tired to deal with restaurants."
They ate Thai food and sushi cross-legged on the bed. Roman described how heated the negotiations got at his breakfast meeting. 
"You love this," Elizabeth observed, watching his face animate as he talked about the nuances of his approach.
"I do. Sometimes I forget that, when I'm buried in work spreadsheets and inundated by calls. But yeah, I really do."
Elizabeth smiled, and for a moment it felt like the old days.
"I should let you get some sleep," she said eventually, starting to clear away the takeout containers. He smiled and helped her.
They went to sleep on opposite sides of the bed, but Elizabeth woke in the middle of the night to find Roman's arm draped over her waist, both of them having gravitated toward each other.
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The next day went as well as the first. Come to think of it, the entire trip had gone better than expected. The clients were enthusiastic, his colleagues impressed, he could hear Vernon smiling through the phone when Roman called to debrief. Walking back to the hotel, Roman felt fully satisfied, with no reservation. He opened the door to see Elizabeth in a long t-shirt she must’ve bought earlier that read, “I <3 NY”. She wasn’t wearing anything underneath.
"How did it go?" she asked brightly.
"Really well…” He looked her up and down. “...but…suddenly it doesn’t important…”
She swatted his wandering hand away with a coy smile. “I knew it would.” 
She was already putting on some jeans and reaching for her jacket. "Come on, we're celebrating."
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The wine bar she'd found was tucked away in the Village, small and intimate with exposed brick walls and candles on every table.  
Before going in, they stopped to ask an elderly woman passing by to take a Polaroid. She fussed with the button, then held the picture up as it developed.
 “You two look just darling,” she said, smiling as she handed it over.
Elizabeth laughed, brushing her hair behind her ear, and Roman slipped the photo into his jacket pocket.
They sat at a small table pressed against the wall, knees nearly touching beneath the wood. The first bottle disappeared easily. They shared toasted corn nuts and a few small plates. The tuna crudo was bright and clean. Citrus and salt were perfect bites between sips.
They joked about travelling the world together through Roman’s work trips. 
“As long as it doesn’t take us back to Kingston, Ontario.” Elizabeth joked, in reference to a logistics project she tagged along with a week prior.
Roman rolled his eyes, but he felt light. Watching her in the candlelight and the frantic people of New York through the window.
By the second bottle, the world had softened. The edges of everything blurred. They laughed more easily; he watched her like he did before all the noise. The city was more forgiving than Toronto in its anonymity.
Afterwards, they walked slowly toward the hotel, taking the long way through side streets. It was cold out, but the wine helped and neither wanted the night to end.
The city hummed around them, but they walked as if alone in it. For a while, they could’ve been any couple.
They reached the hotel just before midnight. The lobby was half lit, quiet except for the soft hum of jazz from the bar. The doorman nodded.
Elizabeth leaned against the mirrored wall in the elevator, her reflection doubled beside his. Instead of himself, he watched her in it, the faintest curve of her mouth, the loose strand of brown-red hair brushing her neck.
The hallway was dim, patterned carpet soft underfoot. At the room, she turned to unlock the door but paused, and put her back against it.
He stepped closer, close enough to feel her breath against his throat. 
Inside, the room was dark. She kicked off her boots. He set the Polaroid on the desk.
For a long moment, they just stood there. 
When he reached for her, it wasn’t with urgency but certainty. The kiss felt less like a beginning and more like a return.
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The next morning, Roman woke up before her. He had a slight headache and could still taste the faint acidity of red wine in his mouth. 
The morning sun streamed through the hotel room’s one window, which made him hesitant to open his eyes too quickly. The city was quiet. Still waking up.
When he looked at Elizabeth, all he could see was flowing layers of burnt red and light brown locks that cascaded down to the middle of back. Stopping short just above a beauty mark. 
Maybe it was New York in Autumn or maybe it was the wine, but looking at her now was fundamentally different. Like seeing her again through the eyes of a child, but with the brain of a fully formed adult. It was vivid, hypersaturated, almost.
Yelling on the street below, three stories removed, caused a stir in Elizabeth. Roman traced the back of his hand and fingertips along the outside of her freckled upper arm, trailing off and towards himself as he approached her elbow. Her skin, soft and perfect. It had a porcelain quality that contrasted so well with his, still sun-kissed from the summer. 
In response to his touch, she turned to face him. Their eyes met.
The light hit her face and pierced through him. He found himself slightly parting his lips with nothing escaping. He didn’t want her to speak first. It is not that he did not have the words, he just didn’t think he could say them.
Her eyes now, touched by the golden light of the rising sun, were surreal. Something literary. He toyed with poetic ways to make sense of it all. 
Awakening from chlorophyll dreams to Fall’s last stand.
He wanted to tell her. Something he was now sure of.
“Elizabeth, I-”
She pulled him in. Not to kiss him, just to press her forehead gently against his. Her touch on the back of his neck. The warmth of her breath. It stilled him.	Comment by Kiran Malik: big call forward.
Her voice brushed against him like something remembered. “There you are…” 
Warm. Lilting. Gentle.
“I always knew you’d find me”.
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Ewan couldn’t shake it. The dreamlike, nostalgic, sepia-toned air about her that his mind created. Yet, he was not in the past. And if he couldn’t let that go, he wouldn’t be here at all. 
Not so long ago it was different.
She started as his nurse. It was…complicated.
She had to stay professional. And Ewan didn’t want to conflate standard of care for...care.
When his inpatient stint was over, he did something uncharacteristic. Bold. He asked if she would walk him home after her shift.
Now they were here. A week later.
Each kiss since the first had meant more than the one before it. No matter how close he was, he wanted to be closer. Her smell, taste, and heat. Strange energies took over him. Frustration. Passion. Self-loathing. Sadness.
Sadness.
But not the kind that lasts. This was not by chance. No dark cloud could survive in her light. 
They lay together in peace. For once in his life, at peace. Quiet enough to hear her heartbeat and for him to still his mind. Energies built up from a slow morning flowing between them in fits of embrace.
Eventually it came time to leave the bed. The sun hid behind clouds and the room was grayscale. She started the shower, Ewan followed.
He stood there in his base state. The water warmed enough to fog the mirror. She stepped in first.
They were three floors up and faced no other building. Relative privacy in the city, a rarity. Another rarity, a small square glass pane - a window inside the shower. 
Natural light casted shadows on his chest as the sun slipped out again from the cloud cover.
A detail lifted from a surrealist-style painting. Her eyes caught the light and something in him gave way. Composure thinned to nothing. Water traced her hair back, revealing a face too honest for distance.
He told her that he could not find a flaw. Gratuitous of him, but he needed to see her smile. She did.
That was all he wanted.
He stood in stupor. She mustn’t know her full effect. 
Silence unbroken, she positioned Ewan under the stream and washed him. He dared not to say a word.
When she finished with his body, she parted her lips and put a hand on his shoulder indicating for him to stoop. He retreated back into the stream and let the water soak through his hair, pushing it back out of his face when saturated. He opened his eyes to her a step closer, her forehead inches from his lips.
A finger on her chin, he tilted her face up as she put a hand on his shoulder and applied pressure down. They missed each other's lips. Ewan let his weight sink, surrendering fully into the crook of her neck. She stroked his hair.
It was more than the action. It was real warmth. He bit the inside of his lip, holding back something hot behind his eyes. The observer in him was collapsing. He was there without him.
She leaned away for a moment. And starting at the nape of his neck began lathering his hair with a wash that smelled sweetly of Moroccan oil and vanilla bean. Working her long fingers into his thick locks she exhaled softly in his ear. Breath not words. Her skin was impossibly smooth against his face, and when her scent found him, his body forgot its logic. He wondered if she could sense his weakness. Part of him prayed she could. He wanted her to know he was hers in this way, even if only for now.
He shut his eyes as she worked over the rest of his hair. Every touch a soundless firework against the blackness of his eyelids. When she moved around him and pulled him back into the stream, he submitted without resistance. 
A hand on either side of his midsection, she steadied Ewan, allowing the water to do the work of cleansing him. His eyes could look nowhere else than the water and soap slowly circling the drain.
As Ewan dried and dressed, the cold December air made retreating underneath the warm covers a mandatory indulgence.
They were not done with each other. She put on a t-shirt upside down then pulled the neck band back to form a headdress. 
The effect: evangelical. The lay of her headdress, like she took solemn vows. As if her responsibilities were that of someone positively burdened by spreading His love and wisdom. But human. Naked, exposed, bare, but for this simple dressing. 
The remnants of his circumspection dissolved despite the obvious power present in her vulnerability. Her holiness.
They lay together and felt peace. He knew his eyes were moist, he wanted her to see. 
He had craved this of her, almost since he had first known her. Sensitivity. Gentleness. He fought the urge to leave himself to the past because this time it was real.
He would feel it. He would let it flow within him. Cripple and strengthen him at once.
He would let it mend the cracks inside.
And when he was sure he had silently passed this message to her, he would finally whisper aloud, “be gentle to me”.
[bookmark: _vckv9y5yvhwk]Chapter 164: Triple Date (Late Dec ‘92)
The restaurant was Maria's choice, a new Italian place on College called Cello Cello that had gotten good reviews. But most importantly, took reservations for parties of six. Roman half-expected to see Cindy sitting in the middle of all the tables, cradling her cello between her legs.
Roman and Elizabeth arrived first, standing outside, watching couples stream past them into the warm, golden-lit interior.
"Are we early?" Elizabeth asked, checking her watch.
"Maria said seven-thirty."
“What time is it now?”
“Seven-twenty-five.”
They stood in comfortable silence, close enough that their shoulders touched when other pedestrians passed by. Four weeks of being back together, officially, had settled some things between them.
"That’s them there," Roman said, spotting George and Maria walking up the street hand-in-hand.
"And there's Colin," Elizabeth pointed in the opposite direction, where Colin and Shelly were jaywalking across the street.
The three couples converged at the restaurant entrance with the kind of coordinated timing that felt orchestrated but wasn't. Maria hugged Elizabeth immediately, George brought Roman in for a handshake hug of their own.
"Table for six under George," Maria told the hostess.
They were seated at a round table toward the back, half chair seating, half curved booth. It was intimate enough for real conversation if they decided to take it there. Old string instruments were hanging all over the walls.
Roman found himself between Elizabeth and George, diagonal from Colin, who looked uncharacteristically relaxed.
"So," Maria said once they'd ordered a red wine from Niagara, "how was New York?" She gave Elizabeth’s forearm an excited squeeze.
Roman and Elizabeth exchanged a quick glance. They’d been trying to figure out how to answer that question for a few weeks.
"Great," Elizabeth said. "Roman’s work presentation went really well."
"And?" Maria's eyes rolled. "That's not what I'm asking about and you know it."
Roman laughed. "It was good, Maria. We had a nice time."
"You're both being very subdued about this," George observed. 
"Well yea, we're figuring it out," Elizabeth said resting her hand on Roman’s arm.
The conversation turned to wedding planning as their appetizers arrived. Maria pulled out some photos of potential dress styles while George described the golf course where they'd be holding the ceremony.
“Are you nervous?” Elizabeth asked.
“About the wedding or about marriage?” Maria winked. “Because the wedding is fine, but marriage to George is terrifying.”
“Unfortunately she’s the only one of the three girls that said yes to me” George said, casually sipping his old fashioned.
Roman spoke up. “Your stag was pretty far from the date. Are we doing something again with the boys?”
"Maybe, but nothing as intense as last time," George instinctively got quieter. “Not sure the guys can handle a round two like that”
"Hey speak for yourself," Colin said. "I'm in my prime."
Shelly, “Sure ya, your prime for eating bagels and playing video games maybe.”
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As the evening progressed and more wine was consumed, pauses grew shorter and their voices overlapped now and then. Maria shared stories from wedding planning disasters, George talked about work, Colin described Shelly's new job at a nonprofit that had her traveling more than either of them liked.
By the time they said their goodbyes outside the restaurant, Roman felt both connected to his friends and somehow separate from them. Colin and Shelly walked away with their arms around each other, trying to keep each other warm. Maria and George discussed wedding logistics.
He and Elizabeth walked in silence.
“That was nice,” Elizabeth said.
“Yeah. It was.”
“Colin and Shelly seem happy.”
“They do.”
Streetlights trailed over them as they walked. The only sound was the crunch of snow underfoot.
"Roman?" Elizabeth stopped walking.
"Yeah?"
"Are we happy?"
The question hung in the air like a slowly falling snowflake. Roman also stopped and faced her. He spoke with a level of honesty they wouldn't have been able to survive the first time through.
"Now? Yes. Will I always be? I don’t know. The question is: Do you think we want the same things?" 
Elizabeth was quiet for a long moment. "I am too. And I think we want to want the same things...”
Roman placed a hand on her cold cheek. “Ok Liz, if you could have anything. What would it be?"
“Your trust. And your love.”
“Why would you want something you already have?”
[bookmark: _ausi1ylnu22w]Chapter 165: Rehearsal Dinner (Jan 15th, ‘93)
The rehearsal was set for 4 PM at the Mississauga Golf and Country Club, but Roman arrived an hour early to help George with some last-minute logistics. 
The air was crisp and the sun was shining, the kind of weather that made you wonder how any snow stayed on the ground. 
Roman found George standing in the main foyer of the clubhouse - the ceremony site. Rows of white chairs were arranged in perfect symmetry. Out the back floor-to-ceiling windows was a clear view of hole seventeen, which entailed a twenty-meter drop off to rolling hills and snow covered trees. The smoothing effect of the previous night’s six-inch snowfall made it look so soft and pillowy, it was hard to make sense of. If the pictures were taken here, every photo would look like a magazine spread.
George was wringing his hands and pacing, but slowly.
"You're not having second thoughts, are you?" Roman asked, joining his friend.
“Ha. Brother, with the amount of wine I’ve drank, I don’t think I’m capable of having more than one thought.” George adjusted his cuffs. “Though I will say, my one thought, currently, is if I remembered to pay the deposit on the band.”
“Relax,” Roman said. “Everything is handled. I confirmed them yesterday. And the photographer.”
George sighed, “See? This is why you're my best man.”
“Or because no one else was stupid enough to take the job”
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Other members of the wedding party began arriving. The women, in their puffy winter coats, had their dresses trailing out the bottom. The men wore overcoats that didn’t look warm enough for the weather. All were trying to avoid salt stains.
Colin and Shelly walked up from the parking area, Colin carrying a garment bag and Shelly’s purse. Paul and Bobbie followed, Bobbie animated about something while Paul listened with his usual smug look on his face. 
Elizabeth arrived with Maria and the other bridesmaids including Hannah, Eilidh, and Renee. All of them rushed inside and began chattering excitedly about dress alterations and final beauty appointments. Then there was Elizabeth, wearing her token levis and a white long sleeve shirt. Her hair pulled back in a casual ponytail with fluffy bangs. She caught his eye and smiled. His chest warmed.
"Alright everyone," called the wedding coordinator, an efficient woman in her fifties with impeccable posture and a larger than life personality. Roman didn’t catch her name but he thought it was Julia or Anita or something. 
"Let's get started so we can have you all at dinner by six."
The rehearsal itself went smoothly. Elizabeth and Roman processed down the aisle together with grace. Roman matched her step instead of the other way round.
During the practice vows, Roman found himself studying Elizabeth's profile as she listened to the coordinator explain the timing. She looked peaceful. He never wanted to be the reason she wasn’t. That was his vow to himself that day.
When it was time to practice the recessional, Elizabeth slipped her arm through Roman's. 
"Think we look like we know what we're doing?" she murmured as they walked back up the aisle.
"We look like professionals," Roman replied. "My invoice is in the mail.”
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The only minor crisis came when Hannah realized she'd forgotten the rings in her apartment. Eilidh unhelpfully reminded Hannah that she had said to put them by the door, and that she never did.
They argued for five minutes before Elizabeth broke in.
"It's fine," Elizabeth said immediately, already problem-solving. "We'll use placeholder rings for the rehearsal. I've got some costume jewelry in my overnight bag that'll work."
"But what about tomorrow…"
"Hannah, breathe. It's an hour round-trip with weather and traffic. We'll send someone to get them first thing in the morning." 
"I'll call my aunt," Maria said. "Problem solved."
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The rehearsal dinner was held at a private dining room at the club, decorated with simple white flowers and candles that created an intimate atmosphere for the forty-person guest list. Roman found himself at the head table between George and Elizabeth, with a clear view of all their friends.
Colin and Shelly sat with Paul and Bobbie. Colin was putting back Negroni’s like they were water. Paul was taking careful sips of wine.
At another table, Hannah and Eilidh were talking to Maria’s colleagues about their recent trip to Scotland and how they ate their weight in cream buns.
Renee was seated with her plus one, Brandon, her new boyfriend of three months. He was a project manager at a real estate investment firm who seemed slightly overwhelmed by meeting everyone at once. Credit to him, he making an enthusiastic effort to fit in.
"Before we eat," George said, standing and raising his wine glass, "I want to thank everyone for being here. Maria and I know how much work it was for all of you to arrange your schedules, and it means everything to us that you're here to celebrate with us."
"Especially those of you who drove up in Friday afternoon traffic," Maria added.
“And a snowstorm!” Someone in the back yelled.
Roman listened to George's heartfelt thank-you speech. Marriage, Roman thought, seemed to suit George in ways that went beyond just committing to Maria. 
When George sat down, Elizabeth leaned over to Roman. "You nervous about your speech tomorrow?"
"I wasn’t until you asked. Should I be?"
She put her hand on his bouncing knee. It settled.
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During the toasts from family members, Elizabeth took his hand under the table. Not romantically, but companionably.
"This is nice," she murmured during Maria's father's speech about watching his daughter grow up. Detailing her life stages from ballet school to university to working professional to bride.
"The dinner?"
"All of it. Being here together, watching them get married. It feels..." She paused, searching for the right word. "Ordinary, but in a good way. Like this is what we're supposed to be doing.”
Later, as the dinner wound down and people began saying their goodbyes, Roman and Elizabeth found themselves helping with small logistics.
They worked together well. When Elizabeth started stacking plates, Roman automatically began folding napkins. When he went to check on the cars, she made sure Maria's grandmother had her sweater and no one had to stand in the cold for too long.
"You two are like one person," Hannah observed, watching them coordinate the collection of leftover flowers.
"A lot of practice," Elizabeth replied without thinking, then paused as she realized what she'd said.
But instead of the careful awkwardness, Roman just smiled. "I call it compatibility."
Walking back to the hotel where they were all staying, Roman felt a contentment he hadn't experienced in months. Elizabeth had her arm linked through his again, both of them slightly wine-mellowed, which helped them ignore the biting wind.
"Roman?" Elizabeth said as they approached the hotel entrance.
“Yea?”
“Nothing,” she said. Smiling and nuzzling his nose with hers.
He gave her a quick peck on the cheek. "See you in the morning?" Roman asked as they reached their separate doors.
Elizabeth nodded, then she was inside her room, leaving him standing in the hotel hallway with hope.
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He entered his own room, a practical arrangement all the men undertook to give the women the space they needed to get ready.
For the first time since their reunion, Roman allowed himself to think seriously about their future. What it would be like to attend more events together. Whether they were ready to move in together. Whether this feeling of rightness was something they could build on or just a result of the wine.
Tomorrow, he’d watch his two best friends, George and Maria promise everything to each other. They didn’t have the luxury of time, but he wasn’t sure he did either.
[bookmark: _umuj9aurbsbw]Chapter 166: Wedding Day (Jan 16, 1993)
Roman woke to his alarm. 7 AM. The hotel room bright with thready sunshine.
 Across the hall, he could already hear the sounds of the bridal party getting ready: hair dryers, muffled voices and indistinct clattering.
Some of the guys met in George’s room around eight-fifteen. The groom sat in a chair by the window, already dressed, sans jacket and tie. 
Colin was working on his shirt with a travel iron he'd somehow thought to bring. Paul was trying to fix a broken cufflink while muttering something unrelated under his breath.
"Lads, how are we?" Roman emerged from the bathroom in his dress pants and undershirt.
"Like we're about to sign away our best player," Colin replied, hanging his shirt on the bathroom door.
"We had to give our juniors some playing time anyway," Paul said. 
"You keep fidgeting," George looked at Roman. "Expecting anything to happen I should know about?"
“Haha, no, just eager to get rid of you.” 
At 10:30 AM, George's father knocked on the door. "Boys, the photographer wants everyone downstairs for pictures in fifteen minutes."
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Elizabeth had been awake since 6:30 AM, her internal clock refusing to let her sleep in despite the over imbibement the night before. 
The girls gathered around 7 AM for espressos and Maria sat in the central chair, serene in her silk robe while her hair stylist worked magic with hot rollers and hairspray. Hannah and Eilidh flanked her, their own hair already pinned into elaborate updos, while Renee paced nervously.
"I can't find my earrings," Renee announced for the third time.
"They're in the small jewelry case in Maria's bag," Elizabeth replied without looking up from the steamer she was using on everyone's dresses. "Same place they were ten minutes ago."
"Right. Sorry. I'm nervous."
"You're nervous?" Maria laughed, though Elizabeth could detect the slight tremor in her voice. "I'm the one getting married."
Elizabeth paused her steaming to study Maria's face in the mirror. Her friend looked radiant but undeniably anxious.
"You okay?" Elizabeth asked quietly.
"Yeah. Yup. Definitely."
The photographer arrived at 9:30 AM, a cheerful woman named Cathy who immediately began arranging the bridal party for candid getting-ready shots.
"Elizabeth, can you help Maria with her necklace?" Cathay called out. "I want to get some detail shots of the jewelry."
Elizabeth moved behind Maria, carefully fastening the delicate diamond necklace her father had given her as a wedding gift. 
"You look beautiful," Elizabeth said softly, adjusting the necklace's clasp.
"I feel beautiful.” Maria winked.
"George is going to lose his mind when he sees you."
“If he isn’t losing his mind already…”
At eleven-thirty, Hannah's aunt arrived with the forgotten rings, having made the drive in record time. In summer tires.
"Crisis averted," Hannah announced, holding up the small velvet boxes like trophies.
"There was never a crisis," Elizabeth replied, accepting the rings and immediately handing them to Maria. "Just a minor logistical adjustment."
Maria caught Elizabeth's eye in the mirror. "Have I mentioned lately that you're the best maid of honor in history?"
"I wouldn’t mind if you said it twice." 
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The ceremony was at 2 PM.
Roman stood at the altar beside George, watching their friends and family file into their seats. The band played softly. Something classical that Roman didn't recognize but that created the perfect atmosphere.
After ten minutes, the music changed, signaling the start of the processional. George stood up taller, clenching and unclenching his hands.
Hannah appeared first, walking slowly down the aisle in her burgundy dress, followed by Renee, then Eilidh. Each bridesmaid looked beautiful.
When Elizabeth appeared at the back of the aisle, Roman couldn’t take his eyes off her. She wore the same burgundy as the other bridesmaids, but something about the way the dress fit her, the way she'd styled her hair, the shy smile she wore as she processed toward the altar…
Their eyes met as she took her position across from him, and Elizabeth's smile widened slightly. 
Then the wedding march began, and Maria appeared at the back of the aisle.
George's sharp intake of breath was audible to everyone in the front row. The fabric fell in an easy line, unadorned, but graceful.
The ceremony itself was brief but heartfelt. George and Maria had written their own vows, promising to choose each other daily (or at least weekly, George joked), to weather the ‘shet’ of life together, and to build something sustainable.
Roman found himself thinking about permanence. Six months ago, he'd thought he and Elizabeth were building toward this same kind of certainty. Now, he was comfortable thinking in longer terms.
When the officiant pronounced George and Maria married, Roman caught Elizabeth's eye during the kiss, both of them smiling until their faces hurt.
Maybe we could do this.
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At 4 PM, the club's patio had been set up for cocktail hour, with small tables scattered around the space and a bar serving signature drinks named after the couple. The enclosure was made of glass panels so that it didn’t obscure the view in any way. It all looked so modern. So grown up.
Roman found himself standing with Colin and Paul.
Elizabeth was charming Maria's ninety-year-old grandmother, listening intently to what was probably a story about the old country. Which old country, he had no idea.
"You guys seem really solid," Paul said. "I don’t want to speak out of turn, but from my vantage point…more than before, if that makes sense."
"Like I said, we're figuring it out," Roman said. But not defensively like at the dinner.
"I hear ya. Shelly and I are still figuring it out…especially when I come home from happy hour drinks absolutely torqued,” Colin said.
“You guys think you have it tough. Let me tell you a little something about Jewish women…” Paul started. 
Roman zoned out, eyeing Elizabeth again. She was helping Maria with a minor dress emergency. He couldn’t hear anything from where he was, but he enjoyed the fact that her friends could rely on her. That she could take care of someone else. 	Comment by Kiran Malik: kid seed planted again
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At 7 PM the reception was held in the club's main ballroom.
"Ladies and gentlemen," the DJ announced as the dinner plates were cleared, "it's time for the best man speech. Roman, why don’t you come on up here."
Roman walked up and stood stiffly at the podium. The room seemed to be a dynamic thing. Positive energy and happiness carrying through from the ceremony.
George nodded in his direction and he felt himself standing taller. He looked out at the people in front of him. First as a group, then at each of their faces. Individuals with their own full lives, who spent time, money, and emotional bandwidth to celebrate George and Maria.
He adjusted the microphone and glanced down at Elizabeth.
“I’ve known George for what feels like a lifetime…mostly because every time I hear him complain about how ‘creppy’ the wine is at a restaurant I age approximately forty years.”
The crowd laughed in a soft wave that settled quickly.
"But, no, I have known him a long time and I have had the privilege of watching him grow as a person and a partner to Maria.
Maria, with other of George’s girlfriends, who he asked me not to mention…sorry buddy…I had major concerns. But with you, not a single one. Except that maybe you might be too good for my boy.”
Maria blushed.
“The way you look at him. Like he’s the Earth, stars, and the moon. 
If I’m being truly honest, I’ve ever only seen that look once before in my life…
When George sits in front of the oven waiting for the Baklava to finish”
George’s uncle snorted loudly.
“...but I thought, this woman either has terrible judgment or she’s a saint”
Maria smiled and shook her head.
"Turns out, neither. She just saw something the rest of us missed. She saw past the man who sorts his ties by hexcode. Past the guy who gets genuinely excited about watch dials…
 She saw the George who would take the morning off from work just to bring her soup at her office when she’s sick. The George who learned to cook her grandmother's recipes. The George who, and this is true, spent six months learning how to ballroom dance because Maria mentioned once, and I mean only once, that she wanted to be that kind of couple."
Roman glanced at his notes.
"And that got me thinking about what love actually is.”
Each face before him held a complete universe of experiences.
"We live in a world that sells us love as perfection. As finding someone who checks all the boxes, who never annoys you, who fits seamlessly into the life you've already built. 
But that's not love.
Real love. The kind that makes you want to put your partner above yourself. The kind that is a language spoken through tender acts of care and presence.
That kind of love is a language George speaks fluently.
It’s looking at another human being with all their damage, their flaws, their infuriating habits, and saying: 'Yes. You. Exactly as you are. Not some future version. This one, now.'
What I've learned from watching George and Maria: It isn't about finding someone perfect. It’s about finding someone whose imperfections you want to discover for the rest of your life. It's choosing to be perpetually curious about another person's evolution.”
He turned to the couple again.
"What you two have is evidence. Evidence that in a universe trending toward entropy and chaos that two people can create something that defies solitude. Evidence that every cynic is wrong, that every broken heart heals crooked but stronger, that every moment of doubt is just darkness before dawn.
You've built something that makes the rest of us believe in the profound possibility that another person can know us fully and choose to stay. Not because we're easy to love, but because the specific difficulty of loving us is exactly the challenge their heart was built to meet.
So here's to the watch collector who found his timekeeper.”
One toast.
“To the couple who reminds us that love isn't a feeling. It’s staying.”
A second toast.
“To the proof that the universe occasionally gets it absolutely right.”
A third toast.
"To love that sees it all and when asked says, “I do. Forever.”
A final toast.
[bookmark: _1nird4idmfwp]#
There was a modest applause. George thanked him, accusing him of trying to get everyone drunk with four toasts.
 Roman gave him a hug then took his seat. "That was beautiful," Elizabeth whispered.
"Think it was okay?"
She kissed him on the cheek. “I think it was more than okay.”
[bookmark: _52sp82i1a6v4]#
The sun had set through the main room’s window two hours ago. The staff adjusted the inside lights to maintain a warm glow.
Roman stood at the bar, waiting for drinks, when George appeared beside him. 
"That speech," George clapped him on the shoulder with enough force to spill a drink if he was holding one.
“Too much?”
“No.”  George's eyes were slightly glassy, probably from champagne.
“The bit about learning to dance? You weren't supposed to know about that.”
“Girls talk. And hey, I left out a lot of jokes about you liking to eat.”
“Ah, you really think I’m getting fat? This is all muscle my friend” 
“Haha sure man, if that’s true, that’s certainly a lot of core strength”. Roman patted him on the belly.
“Better a bagel than a breadstick” he winked. “And better your stomach enter the room before your nose.”
At that line they both cracked up. When they regained composure, the bartender passed Roman an “Olive You”, a dirty martini with some rosemary, and a “Blue Horizon”, gin, mastiha, and tonic with a blue curacao float.
“But seriously you meant it though?”
“You gaining weight? No man it was just in good---”
“Not that. What you said about love being the challenge someone's heart was built to meet?"
“Oh that.” Roman considered his answer carefully, searching inside himself. “Every word.”
George turned to look at him directly. “I see how you’re looking at Elizabeth now. Something is different.”
"Again, we're taking it slow."
"Slow is still forward." George grabbed his whiskey from the bartender. "Just... don't wait too long to figure out what you want.”
[bookmark: _pk7oyzslo5k0]#
Elizabeth took the “Blue Horizon” offered to her and slid her free hand into Roman’s. Together they watched the father-daughter from the edge of the dance floor. Maria's father held her carefully, like she might disappear, while she whispered something that made him laugh through his obvious tears.
Maria spinned slowly, her dress catching the light.
There was a comfortable pause.
"Do you ever think about it?" Roman asked. "Getting married?"
"Sometimes."
He didn’t say anything. She filled the gap.
"I used to think about it constantly, but the picture never came clearly to me, so I stopped." She squeezed his hand. "Now I think more about the after. The mundane Tuesday mornings. Arguing about whose turn it is to unload the dishwasher. The real stuff."
"Very romantic. Obviously I’ll be doing the unloading." 
"Your speech. What you said about choosing to be curious about another person's evolution. The daily choice."
“Yes?”
“You asked me what I wanted? That.”
The song ended, and the DJ immediately launched into something upbeat.
"Dance with me?" Roman asked.
[bookmark: _lv1exq9xf9vm]#
At 10 PM, they were four drinks deeper. Two more signature cocktails and two flutes of champagne. They were also significantly sweatier when Maria grabbed the microphone.
"Ladies and gentlemen, I need all the unmarried women on the dance floor. It is bouquet time!"
Elizabeth groaned, "I'm going to the bathroom."
"Coward.”
"More of a strategic retreat" 
He watched her navigate through the crowd of assembling singles, their eyes met just as she positioned herself in the least likely place to catch the bouquet. She blew him a kiss, theatrical and silly.
"She's not subtle," Colin observed, appearing at Roman's elbow.
"I don’t care much for subtly." 
They watched Hannah position her five foot ten self front and center, competitive as always. 
Colin, “She should be battling for headers in the box, not boxing out Renee…”
Maria turned her back, counted to three, and launched the bouquet in a perfect arc. It sailed directly over Hannah's outstretched hands and hit Renee in the face.
The room erupted in laughter and applause. 
[bookmark: _jx86lc3avlzc]#
Forty-five minutes later, the older relatives had started their goodbyes, creating a receiving line of hugs and cheek kisses that Roman and Elizabeth got pulled into despite having no idea who most of these people were.
"You're such a beautiful couple," Maria's great-aunt said, gripping Elizabeth's hands.
"Oh," Elizabeth emoted, caught off guard.
"Thank you," Roman interrupted smoothly. "That's very kind."
When the aunt moved on, Elizabeth raised an eyebrow at him.
"What? We are a beautiful couple."
[bookmark: _ckge7rwvskav]#
It was after that, the party reached its peak. 
Formal enough that people were still dressed up, loose enough, that ties had been abandoned. George had lost his jacket somewhere and his shirt was unbuttoned almost down to his belly button.
Maria had changed into a shorter reception dress and kicked off her heels.
Roman and Elizabeth found themselves outside on the terrace, the cold air a relief.
"I’ve wanted to say something for a while," Elizabeth said suddenly, her breath visible in the night air.
Roman moved his hand to the small of her back, encouragingly.
“I’m grateful for this. For us. I know it hasn’t been easy, but--”
Roman cut in. “But the best things rarely are.”
She moved closer, their hips were touching. "That sounds like something from your speech."
"What can I say? I plagiarized myself."
Muffled music was coming through the glass doors.
"Roman?"
"Yea?"
"I want you to know…" She started quietly. "That I'm not going anywhere. Not again. I'm choosing to be here. I’m choosing you."
He turned to look at her, finding her already watching him with that expression he'd fallen in love with years ago.
"I know," he said simply. Then leaned in close enough that his lips grazed her ear.
“I’ll always choose you."
[bookmark: _dro5arhibciy]#
"Where the hell have you two been?" Paul appeared in the doorway, shirt untucked and hair wild. "They're doing the last dance.” 
It was just after midnight.
They followed Paul back inside to find the crowd forming a circle around George and Maria. 
The opening notes of 'At Last' by Etta James filled the room.
"Bit on the nose, no?" Paul murmured.
George and Maria swayed in the center.
Elizabeth stepped into Roman’s arms. They moved slowly, his hand on her waist, hers on his shoulder.
"I love you," she said quietly, words meant only for him. "I know we're…figuring it out, but I just... needed you to know…still. And always."
Roman pulled her closer, to breathe her in and shield the tear forming in his eye.
"I think…a part of me has always known."
[bookmark: _jq9i8k92qs4c]Chapter 167: An Ordinary Life by Roman
The chapel was dark, golden candlelight flickering against gray stone walls. Gray in face and sullen in expression, Ewan sat in the last pew. He took up as little space as possible, shoulders hunched and hands clasped so tightly they ached. 
His white knuckles could distract from but never offset the weight of his pain, tightening and coiling like wire around his ribs. He never cried, not once. He told himself it was not in his nature.
He was a reticent young man, exposed to much pain. This wasn’t the first time he was here.
Coping with everything from the last year felt like an impossible task. He yearned to open himself but dared not to.
A soft rustle of fabric pulled him from his thoughts. A figure in black moved silently but purposefully beside him. A steady and still presence. That she was a woman of God was felt more than seen.
Her hand covered his. He fractured.
His body trembled and his throat caught an escaping sob. He shook, but in silence.
Her presence was sunlight in spring. No force, no demand, only peace.
A tear fell soundlessly onto the wooden pew, and though her hand was now removed, the warmth of her touch remained.
She had made space for him and his soul was filled with the love of His presence.
[bookmark: _th0fzwwdbgrc]Chapter 168: After Hours
The lights came up, harsh and sudden. The DJ announced last call for coat check. Groups started forming.
George and Maria were making rounds.
"You coming to the after?" George asked when he reached them. "Paul's got a suite."
[bookmark: _ymx3htmb2o30]#
The hotel elevator was crowded with wedding guests, everyone talking too loud. Roman and Elizabeth pressed into the corner, her back against his chest, his arms loosely around her waist.
Colin had his hips pressed into Shelly. Paul was carrying a large LCBO paper bag full of various liquors.
The elevator opened on Paul's floor, and most of the group piled out, voices echoing down the hallway. 
But just before they reached it, Bobbie, Shelly, and Elizabeth stopped short.
“You guys have fun. We’re a bit tired. It’s been a day.” Shelly said.
Checking her watch, Bobbie added “and…a bit.” It was 1 AM.
[bookmark: _ku6zu3a07cbi]#
Fifteen minutes later, Paul’s suite was thick with body heat. He had somehow procured three bottles of Grey Goose, two bottles of Jameson, and what looked like an entire liquor store's worth of mixers. 
The small coffee table was littered with half-empty solo cups, someone's tie, and a slowly melting ice sculpture that people were using to chill their drinks.
Roman was already nine drinks past good judgment, which meant he was approaching fifteen total. 
"ROMAN!" Colin bellowed from across the room, shirt completely off, wiry body on full display. "Civil war. Now."
The room tilted. He steadied himself against the doorframe right where the molding met the frame.
[bookmark: _o5qfk6ffqxmz]#
Roman was on a team with Paul's cousin, who kept calling him "Rob", and George.
Colin was relentlessly making shots. Roman reached for drink after drink. Each splash of beer sounded like a dripping IV. He shoved the tabs in his pocket.
Someone had put on music. Loud, thumping bass that seemed to pulse through the floor and directly into his skull. The lights were dimmer now, or more likely, that was just his vision narrowing. 
He thought of Elizabeth’s apartment. The way the sound traveled through those old walls. How she’d hear his music from the other room.
Hannah appeared suddenly.
She could always hang. 
She was saying something about Elizabeth going to bed. The words came through water.
Dave brought out a joint and said something about Saliva. Maybe he misheard, the music was too loud. A minty, pungent aroma invaded his nostrils.
Roman took a pull. It didn’t taste like weed.
[bookmark: _46fhzz7hqds]#
Ten minutes later Roman was in the bathroom, gripping the marble counter with both hands. He looked up. His face looked wrong. Younger somehow, his hair was longer like it used to be. 
He splashed water on his face, but when he looked up again, he was holding a can of Coors. His watch read 2:15 AM.
The bathroom door opened on its own behind him. Suddenly he wasn't where he thought he was. The room looked smaller, cheaper. It smelled of old carpet. A dry cold on his skin.
"You good?" George's voice. But George from years ago, his accent thicker, before he started losing it.
"Yeah, hold on," Roman heard himself say, but his voice was different too. Higher. Uncertain.
[bookmark: _tofr4ug98k66]#
Roman was back in the main room, but it kept shifting. One moment, Paul’s suite. The next, spilled beer, the Ottawa duplex. Then, eucalyptus and formaldehyde. Hospice.
“Feck, they let you in? This establishment has really gone downhill”
George? But…
Then his attention sharpened. Roman saw her across the room.
Elizabeth.
Not in her burgundy bridesmaid dress but in dark jeans and a black sweater he didn't recognize. She looked like she did at the bookstore.	Comment by Kiran Malik: check this
Her hair was shorter. She was standing with Renee. 
How was that possible?
"That's nice of you to ask," Elizabeth was saying, but she was across the room. 
How could he hear her? 
"But I'm afraid I'm too busy."
The room spun. Someone handed him another drink. Paul? George? That tall, lanky guy from Ottawa he'd argued with about…what had they argued about? 
[bookmark: _59nwkz7cc2e8]#
It had been thirty minutes but Roman was instantly by the window, watching the city lights blur and merge. Mississauga’s suburban sprawl contracted and expanded like breathing. Sometimes when he blinked it was Toronto. His apartment. 
Sometimes the walls turned lilac blue and floors slanted…sometimes it was nowhere at all.
You don't even know her	Comment by Kiran Malik: check
Someone said. George maybe. Or himself.
"I thought this was her number," he replied, but he was holding his phone and it showed no number at all, just a receipt from a sportsbar, the ink running like water. Like tears. Like a leaky catheter bag dripping onto the floor.
He slapped at his skin. Mosquitos everywhere. But not actually there. Honey butter bread sickly sweet in his mouth.
 A soft voice in a British accent. 
This is a special place for me. I’m glad you’re here.
Elizabeth walked past him. The real Elizabeth, present-day Elizabeth in her bridesmaid dress. Heading for the door she’d walked through an hour ago…
When he turned to follow her, she was back with Renee, rolling her eyes at something he'd said about government salaries. About Claire. About how fine everything was.
Asshole.
Who said that?
[bookmark: _eiwehbdelhtl]#
Roman was on the balcony. 
When had he gone outside? 
The cold air bit at his face, but it felt good, necessary. Real cold. Cold that was full of government buildings and tech nerds in novelty t-shirts.
"Lightweight," Paul said, joining him outside. 
His face kept shifting. Sometimes it was Paul, sometimes it was a nervous young doctor, adjusting his crooked name badge.
"That's not a real thing," Roman said out loud.
"What's not real?" Paul asked.
"Fucking any of it."
[bookmark: _wm053pp6xzso]#
3:15 AM. Someone had turned the lights up. It was the sterile yellow of old fluorescents. The sharp smell of sanitizer. Another voice. 
Her bilirubin is 6.2 now.
Roman squinted, saw Elizabeth again in the corner, but she was putting on her coat. 
Always putting on her coat. Always leaving.
She dropped something. A book with a tree on the cover. It was cracked.	Comment by Kiran Malik: this changed
"It was nice to meet you," he said, or thought he said, or remembered saying.
She didn't reply. She never replied. Except once. 
I don’t even know why I’m calling.
The room was emptying but also filling. Every party. Every goodbye.
Colin’s voice. Tastes like shit and regret.
"I need to lie down," Roman announced to no one and staggered around the room.
[bookmark: _dxih3gg82pk3]#
George was there, holding him up. Real George.
Right?
"She didn’t want a boyfriend," Roman mumbled. The words coming from some deep place he hadn’t touched in years.
George looked at him strangely. "Elizabeth?”
Michelle. Lacey. Claire. Cindy…
“No.”
How did we go from that…to this…
He looked down. His pants had a salt stain on his left pocket. The room smelled like someone had been sick. 
George shook his head. "You're not making any sense."
He grabbed for George’s hand and his brother’s hand and his mother’s hand and Michelle’s hand and Elizabeth’s hand. All the hands he held and failed to hold.
[bookmark: _ke6jedphxmvr]#
3:45 AM. They were in the hallway. The hotel hallway was endless, doors repeating like a film loop. Every one was Room 312.
Roman kept seeing Elizabeth disappearing around corners. Elizabeth now, Elizabeth then, Elizabeth who had never wanted him enough.
"She said she was too busy," he told George.
"She's asleep," George replied. "You talked to her three hours ago. You danced together."
"No, on the phone. She was too busy."
"That was years ago."
"That was today."
Honestly, it didn’t seem awkward between you two at all.
"Roman—"
I left you a message. You didn’t call. 
But Roman had stopped walking. They were in front of his door. His Ottawa apartment door. 
I want to try again.
[bookmark: _ml4hiopigulm]#
4 AM. Inside his room…
Which room?
…Roman collapsed on the bed. The ceiling was spinning, but also shifting.
The red ceiling. Elizabeth’s face at the gallery. His mom asking for him and his brother. The Austin Marina up in smoke.
Everything ending, nothing ending. The accumulation of small fidelities. Everything cycling back to this moment. Drunk and alone.
A voice. His? 
Don’t fall asleep yet. I want this to last a bit longer.
It was already over.
[bookmark: _gejkgleyhbkz]#
4:15 AM. 
Roman turned his head, and Elizabeth was there.
Actually there?
Sitting on the edge of his bed, still in her bridesmaid dress, looking concerned.
"They said you disappeared," she said softly. "George told me you weren't doing well."
He tried to focus on her face, make it stop shifting between decades.
"You were too busy," he said.
"What?"
"When I called. You were too busy."
She frowned, confused. Then, recognition and regret.
“That was a long time ago”
“It was yesterday. It is always yesterday.”
She touched his forehead. Her hand was warm.
“Sleep it off,” she said gently, “We will talk tomorrow”
He closed his eyes. When he opened them, she was gone. Or had never been there. 
He could smell her hair. 
[bookmark: _fm82fvhhh1kf]#
The room was dimly lit. Quiet. 
Take me home.
“No, no, no…” Roman shook his head. Begged silently for his brain to stop this memory from surfacing. But it came anyway. 
I don’t love you anymore.
A horn blared. Roman covered his ears with his hands, but the sound was inside him already. Weighing him down, pressing down like the red ceiling. Earth on a coffin.
Everything went dark.
[bookmark: _r0deyd22tt3s]Chapter 169: Morning After the Wedding
Roman woke to Elizabeth's hand on his chest. His mind was racing. Raging.
But she was there. The weight of her, little as it was, was soothing.
The morning light through his blinds forced his eyes to adjust.
The night rushed back in fragments. The hotel suite. Colin shouting about civil war. Elizabeth in her bridesmaid dress, then not, then there again. The taste of something off-mint. Her leaving.
But she was here now.
He shifted slightly. She stirred, lifted her head.
"Morning," she said softly.
"Hey." He studied her face, looking for something…annoyance, regret, anything to explain the gaps in his memory.
"You were pretty gone last night," she said, not unkindly.
"Yeah, I…" He stopped. There was nothing he could say.
"It's okay," she said, "It’s not everyday your best friend gets married."
She kissed his shoulder and got up, pulling on a t-shirt. He watched her move through the hotel room.
"George left a message," she said. "They made their flight. Two weeks in Santorini."
"Lucky feckers." Roman did his best George impression.
She smiled and brought him lukewarm water.
[bookmark: _hs2n8mkfng5h]Chapter 170: The Market
The two of them had made plans to go to the Distillery District’s Holiday Market the day after the wedding as a way to make sure they didn’t spend the whole day hungover in bed.
Now that they had to execute on their plans under sleep deprivation and with pounding headaches, they thought they might have been a bit ambitious.
Still, they took the streetcar bundled in oversized sweaters and carrying thermoses of coffee.
Stepping off, the wind blew Elizabeth’s hair into his mouth and he smiled. She wore sunglasses, a toque, and fuzzy mittens.
The first chance they got they ducked into the indoor portion to warm up. Neither of them were in good enough form to try the mulled wine or mini doughnuts, but they reasoned that a hot chocolate couldn't hurt.
“Do you think we should make this an annual tradition?” Roman asked.
Just then a savage wind blew the half-empty cup out of her hand. “Let’s just…be here. Now.”
They opted for a taxi on the way back. They didn’t talk. She rested her head on his shoulder
[bookmark: _7wu94k6x2ppu]Chapter 171: Feb, 1993
Without George, the other guys had space to fill. Each played their role with more enthusiasm. Colin was louder, Paul more sarcastic. Roman found himself somewhere in the middle.
"You alright buddy? Haven’t heard from you since the wedding," Colin said. "What happened? You disappeared for like two hours”
Roman shrugged. "Just drank too much. You know how it is."
Paul laughed. "Getting twisted is a trip for sure.”
Roman widened his eyes in agreement.
"Oh yea, also," Colin continued, "I'm thinking about proposing."
Paul choked on his beer. Roman’s eyes widened again.
"To Shelly?"
"No, to Renee. Yes, of course Shelly."
"Wow!”
"Yea, well, it's been a year. Longer off and on, of course, but when you know, you know." He was gesticulating unnecessarily. "You know…you and Elizabeth have been back together almost as long…”
Roman felt the seeds of irritation, but he couldn’t locate the source. "We're good where we are."
"That's not an answer."
"We're figuring it out."
Paul laughed. "You've been 'figuring it out' for months. Shit or get off the pot, man."
Shut  up. Shut up. Shut the fuck up.
He stood.
"I gotta go."
"It's only eight," Colin protested.
"Yea, but I have to make dinner tonight. The chicken in the fridge will go bad,” Roman lied, throwing some cash on the table.
The February weather cut straight to the parts of his body that weren’t covered by his leather jacket. So most of it. He walked home quickly, hands in pockets. The apartment would be empty. Elizabeth had been having to stay longer since she became fully certified, she mentioned something about the firm getting a ‘return on their investment into her education’. 
They had discussed moving in, but she hadn’t committed yet. He had given her half the drawers, some cubbys, and perhaps most significantly, she kept her shampoo in his shower.
Every time they talked about fully taking the leap, both of them found prudent reasons to wait.
[bookmark: _yzpprpnbmv2q]#
A few more weeks had passed. His neighbours still had their Christmas wreath on their door, even though it was almost March. 
Winter dragging on with relentless cold weather had Roman and Elizabeth leaning harder into their routines. They were getting more structured and predictable.
Dinner twice a week. Saturdays together. Sundays sometimes. It was good, sure, but Roman noticed things.
He had suggested the Portuguese place on Ossington twice already. The first time, Elizabeth had a ‘work thing’. The second, she ‘wasn't hungry’. This time, he tried differently.
"What do you feel like for dinner?" he asked, stretched out on the couch..
"Whatever's easy," she said without looking up.
"We could try that Portuguese place finally. The one with the potatoes you mentioned? Bravas or something?"
"Mm." She was writing. "Sure."
"Or Thai. You always like Thai."
"That's fine too."
Roman sat up. "Which one?"
"Either." She was scratching something out now. "Uh whatever you want."
"Liz."
She looked up then, and for a second he saw irritation flash across her face before it smoothed into something neutral. "What?"
"I'm asking what you want."
"I'm saying I don't have a preference."
"You usually do. Last month we walked six blocks because you specifically wanted Vietnamese spring rolls and not Chinese."
"That was different. Plus I thought you liked walking."
"I do, but how was it different?"
"I just... I don't know, Roman. I'm tired. Can we just pick something?"
"That's what I'm trying to do."
"No, you're trying to make me pick."
"I just want to go somewhere you'll enjoy."
"I'll enjoy anywhere." Her voice was getting that careful quality, like she was placing each word deliberately. "I'm not picky."
Roman exhaled loudly.
She stopped. Breathed. "Why are you making this difficult?"
"I'm not trying to. I just asked about dinner."
"And I answered."
"You didn't though. You just kept saying 'fine' and 'whatever.'"
Elizabeth stood, walked to the sink, filled a glass with water she didn't drink. "Sometimes fine just means fine."
He adjusted, sitting up now. "Does it though?"
She turned. "Uh yes. What do you mean?"
"Yesterday for instance, I asked how your project post-mortem went and you said 'fine.' Then Maria called and you talked for twenty minutes about how your boss completely undermined you."
"I didn't want to get into it."
"With me. You didn't want to get into it with me."
"That's not—" She set the glass down too hard. Water sloshed. She buried her face in her hands.
“What’s wrong?” Roman asked. Quietly. Carefully.
“I don’t know. I think I’m a bit overwhelmed.”
“With what? Work?”
“Maybe a bit, yea. But not just that. It’s something I’ve been thinking about for a while.”
“A while? What is it?”
“Since…the night of the wedding.”
Roman’s lips became thin and he shifted his eyes to a spot on the carpet.
"I was overwhelmed. You were... really drunk.. Colin said you were talking about years ago, mixing up conversations. George had to basically carry you."
"I know, I, uh- I'm sorry…"
"I'm not asking for an apology. I just... I stood there watching you disappear into whatever was in your head, and I didn't know how to help. So I left."
She left.
"But you came back. You were there in the morning."
She looked away. "George called me. Said you kept asking for me."
"Oh."
"No I mean, I came back because I wanted to," she added quickly. "Not just because…” she trailed off. “Look, I wanted to be there. I just..."
"What?"
"I don't know how to be what you need when you're like that."
"I don't need you to be anything."
"You do though. You need me to be present and warm and... and I'm trying, but sometimes I feel like I'm failing a test."
Roman reached for her hand. She let him take it, but her fingers stayed loose.
"You're not failing anything."
"Then why does it feel like I am?"
He didn't have an answer. They stood there, her hand in his, both of them looking at the water glass on the counter like it would have the answer.
"Portuguese," she said finally. "Let's do Portuguese."
"We don't have to go out."
"No, let's go"
"Okay. I'll get my peacoat."
She squeezed his hand then, finally. "I do want to be here. With you. I just..."
"I know."
But he didn't. And he was starting to think she didn't either. It was just easier to say he did.
As she went to get her things, Roman noticed her green scarf hanging on the hook by the door. She reached past it for her black one.
[bookmark: _e6b2b7l1cezl]Chapter 172: March ‘93
Colin had called Roman to meet him in the park. There were a few inches of snow on the ground, but mostly slush. It was the kind of day that made Roman think of winter mornings before school. When his mom would send him out with boiled eggs in his pockets to stay warm. 	Comment by Kiran Malik: callback, verify
When he walked up to Colin, Roman could see that he was grinning ear to ear, despite shivering in his inadequate fall jacket. The one with holes that Shelly kept telling him to replace.
"Hey, so, I bought the ring," Colin said, then did a quick omnidirectional scan of the park like he was in a spy movie, as if Shelly was behind every bare tree. When satisfied, he pulled it out of his pocket with a gloved hand, fumbling slightly with the small velvet box.
The sunlight caught the stone and it sparkled.
"Very nice," Roman said. And meant it. The ring was elegant but not ostentatious, traditional but with personality. "When are you thinking?"
"Hannukah maybe. Or New Year's. Her whole family does this thing on the last night where they share what they're grateful for. Thought that might be... you know. The moment."
"That could be really nice."
"Yeah, I've been planning it for months. Had a whole spreadsheet." Colin laughed at himself, tucking the ring back safely in his pocket. "Scenarios, contingency plans. You know..."
Roman nodded and they started walking. The path wound past the spot where Roman and Elizabeth used to have their walks, the first weeks turned months after reconciling. The bench was still there, now covered in wet snow. 
He thought about the ring.
Wouldn't work for Elizabeth. Silver. Every silver piece she has, tarnishes. 
The thought came unbidden, practical, and intimate. The kind of thing you only know from seeing them curse softly at jewelry cleaner.
"I'm happy for you, man." Roman was still looking at the bench. "You two make it look easy. That's how it should be, no?"
Colin laughed, mistaking Roman's wistfulness for a compliment. The full significance of the question momentarily lost on him.
"Easy? We fight about everything. Where to eat, what to watch, whose parents to visit. Last week we had a twenty-minute argument about if it’s ok for a Jewish household to have a Christmas tree just to have something to decorate”
Then he lowered his voice. "The thing is, like yea we fight, but it's like... productive fighting? Like we're still building something. And at the end of the day, I know she's coming home. To us."
The word hung in the air. 
Us. 
Such a simple concept.
He thought about the countless conversations he'd had with Elizabeth about moving in.
"It makes sense financially." "Right, definitely." "We could look at places next month." "Yeah, when things calm down at work."
Elizabeth's apartment, her separate space, had become like a safety net neither of them acknowledged. The way she still knocked sometimes, even though he'd made her a key. The way she said "I'm going home" and they both knew she didn't mean his place.
"That's great, dude," Roman said, pushing his hands deeper into his pockets. "You guys are perfect for each other."
They started walking again. "What about you and Liz? You guys have been back together for how long?”
"Eight months."
"Right. So...?"
Roman kicked at a chunk of ice on the path. "So what?"
"Come on. You guys are solid. That speech you gave at George's wedding about love? Elizabeth was practically crying."
Roman shrugged and Colin looked at him strangely. 
They walked in silence for a moment. A jogger passed, breathing hard, leaving a trail of vapor in the cold air.
Colin grabbed Roman's arm. "Dude. Are you okay?"
"Yeah. I'm good. Just... you know. I get a bit down in the Winter."
“That’s not it.” Colin said.
Roman met his eyes. 
This was Colin.
"I love her," Roman said finally. "But sometimes I think we're trying so hard to make it work that we're forgetting to actually let it work.”
Two men in a snowy park.
As they parted ways, Colin clapped him on the shoulder. "For what it's worth, I think you two will figure it out. I wouldn’t worry about the small stuff”
"Yeah," Roman said. "Thanks man, congrats again”
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The next night Elizabeth was home at four in the afternoon. The audit project she was staffed on had concluded early, and the project manager, also burned out from the past three weeks of twelve-hour days, had let her take the rest of the day off.
She was cooking dinner, something she didn't do often anymore. Pasta with a spicy tomato sauce he had taught her how to make. Roman recognized the effort for what it was. She was trying.
He'd come home to find her already there, using the key he'd given her, NPR playing softly from his speaker. She'd changed into one of his sweaters and her own jeans, bare feet on his kitchen floor. Before her spending more time at his place, the floors would never have been clean enough for bare feet. 
"Ooo, I like being in the kitchen with you," he said, coming up behind her and placing his hands gently on her shoulders. They felt smaller than he remembered, or maybe she was just holding herself tighter.
She tensed for just a second. So brief he might have imagined it, except he'd felt that same flinch three times this week. Then she relaxed, leaning back slightly but not fully.
"I don't know if I'm doing this right," she said, stirring the pasta slowly. "I think I added too many peppers."
"It's perfect. And you're perfect," he said, kissing the top of her head. Her hair smelled different. New shampoo, maybe. Or maybe she'd showered at her place.
She turned in his arms, wooden spoon still in hand, and studied his face like she was trying to read him.
"You've been saying that a lot lately."
"What?"
"That everything's perfect.”
"I don’t know, you’ve been stressed with work and stuff. I was just trying to be supportive and optimistic."
"I know. But the word doesn’t mean anything if everything is perfect."
"Isn't it better than bringing things down?"
She didn't answer, just bounced her eyebrows dismissively and turned back to the stove. The wooden spoon clinked against the pot in an uneven rhythm. He noticed her hands were a bit unsteady as she lifted the pot to strain the noodles, hot water splashing dangerously close to her wrists.
"Let me—"
"I've got it."
At dinner, they sat at his small table. The one they'd talked about replacing with something bigger when she moved in. The long, tapered candlesticks she'd bought were still in their packaging. The pasta was good, better than she gave herself credit for.
They talked about George and Maria's honeymoon photos (so many sunsets), Colin's upcoming proposal (happy for them), and the construction on King Street (endless, apparently). Underneath the ordinary conversation was something else. Awareness.
"I was thinking again," Elizabeth said suddenly, setting down her fork with too much precision, "about the wedding."
He tried to keep his voice casual. "Yeah?"
"The speech. I know I said it before, but it was beautiful."
Relief flooded through him. 
The speech. Not after.
"Thank you."
"The part about love being worth the fear. About choosing to fall even when you know you might break." She was quoting him now, word for word. "I keep thinking about it. You meant that, right?"	Comment by Kiran Malik: verify
He reached across the table, took her hand. Her fingers were cold despite the warm apartment. "Every word."
She nodded and squeezed back, but her smile was sad. He didn’t understand why.
She had a few more mouthfuls of pasta, chewing slowly like she was buying time, then set down her fork decisively. "I should go. I have an early meeting and I don't have my clothes here."
Roman's pulse quickened. He didn't know why, this was their pattern. 
"Stay."
"I can't. I need my notepad, my good blazer, and the black loafers for the presentation…"
"We could get your things. Move them here…"
She pulled her hand back slowly, like she was trying not to startle him.
"I know. Too soon. I'm not saying tomorrow, just... eventually. When it makes sense."
"Yeah, eventually."
Somehow, she made ‘eventually’ sound like ‘never’. Like it was a place they'd just always be traveling toward.
He tried one more time as she gathered her things: her book from the coffee table, her hair oil from his bedroom, all the little pieces of herself she scattered here but never left permanently.
"We can wake up early…go to your place before work."
She paused at the door, coat half-on. For a moment he thought she might agree. Then she smiled that same sad smile.
"We both know that's not practical."
Practical. 
When the door clicked shut, he sat in the dark living room, not bothering with lights. 
A few weeks prior, they'd gone to a local art show in St. Lawrence Market, weaving between tourists and Saturday shoppers. She'd stopped at one painting. Abstract, mostly blues and grays with a single streak of gold. "It's hopeful," she'd said. "Like dawn after a long night." He'd seen storm clouds gathering. 
He'd hung it across from where he was sitting now. In the shadows, it looked different than it did in daylight. The gold streak seemed like lightning now, something breaking rather than dawning. He wondered what she saw when she looked at it. If they'd ever seen the same thing.
His phone rang. The landline she'd insisted he keep "for emergencies." He hesitated, then walked over and answered.
Paul's voice came through, already a little drunk. "Drinks tomorrow?"
Roman almost said no. Elizabeth might want to do something. Then.
"Sure, 5 PM. The usual place."
"You sound weird. Everything good?"
"Yeah, perfect."
"See you tomorrow."
After he hung up, Roman stood in his kitchen. The pasta pot was soaking in the sink. She'd cleaned everything else, left it neater than she'd found it.
Sometimes it was easier to be around people who didn't know how hard they were working to seem ordinary. 
He left the painting in darkness and went to bed, his sheets still smelling faintly of her new shampoo, or her old shampoo. He wasn’t sure.
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The next night Elizabeth stood in Roman's living room. 
The apartment was quiet except for the radiator's occasional clang. She'd brought groceries. A rarity in Roman’s place, where he was usually just stocked with pasta sauce, peanut butter, beer and takeout.
She opened his junk drawer looking for scissors and found a button that didn't match any of his shirts, three dead batteries, and underneath…a receipt from BMV bookstore.
She recognized the date. The book he'd bought. 
She closed the drawer carefully, leaving it undisturbed.
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Paul raised his beer. "Congrats brother, it was nice knowing you."
"I'm not being taken off somewhere and locked up," Colin protested, pulling out the ring box again. He'd shown it four times already.
"Might as well be," Paul said. "Next thing you know, you're asking permission to go out, checking in every hour…"
"Not sure that's how it works, rookie" Roman interrupted, already four beers deep.
"Oh right, I forgot. You're the expert."
Roman took another drink.
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After seeing the state of the drawer, Elizabeth found herself arranging things. Not redecorating. Nothing that obvious. Just small adjustments. Moving his keys to the hook by the door instead of scattered on the counter. Folding the throw blanket he always left bunched on the couch.
In the bathroom, she noticed he'd cleared a shelf. For her, obviously. It had been empty for two months.
She placed her face cream there, then picked it up again. Put it down. 
She tried to picture herself living here. Waking up every morning in his bed instead of sometimes. 
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"She's just..." Roman gestured vaguely with his beer. "Sometimes she's there...and sometimes she’s not," letting out a snort.
"That's called being a woman," Paul said.
"No, it's different. It's like…like she's…fuck…like Michelle used to be."
Colin and Paul exchanged glances.
"Rome, you just compared your current girlfriend to your ex," Colin said carefully.
"I didn't mean…she's not--" Roman rubbed his face. "Elizabeth's not…” Paused. “She's just... careful. Protected."
"And Michelle was...?"
"Michelle was..." 
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Elizabeth cooked dinner for herself. Chicken breast in a bun with ketchup. She sat alone at his small table eating carefully, trying not to spill any juices on his placemat.
The painting they'd bought together watched her from the wall.
She washed her dishes immediately. Dried them. Put them exactly where she'd found them.
Then she sat on his couch with her overnight bag beside her, trying to read, but got stuck on the same page, over and over. 
No matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t turn the page. After twenty minutes she got up again.
By 10 PM, she'd completed a sudoku, meditated, listened to his record player, and checked his voicemails five times.
She also opened his closet to hang up a shirt he'd left on the chair. When she did, she saw the space he'd cleared. Half the closet, empty hangers waiting. She touched them, let them swing.
She could leave now, go home. Home. 
He'd never know she'd spent the evening. Trying on his apartment for size. She’d arrived after he left and could leave before he returned…
Instead, she lay on his couch, still in her jeans and sweater, and closed her eyes. Just for a minute.
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At 12:45 AM, Roman fumbled with his keys, dropping them once before managing the lock. The apartment was dark except for the stove overhead light left on at the lowest setting.
He saw her on the couch, curled into herself, fully dressed down to her boots. 
He could smell the dinner she'd made. Meat. 
He stood there, off kilter, watching her breathe.
He covered her with the throw blanket she'd folded earlier, then went to his bedroom alone. He didn't close the door.
He wanted her to know she could come in if she woke up. 
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Roman woke to the sound of the kettle whistling. Elizabeth was in his kitchen, dressed in different clothes.
"Morning," she said, not quite meeting his eyes.
"You stayed on the couch."
"I fell asleep."
They both looked at her overnight bag, still by the door. Neither said anything.
"Thanks for leaving some of the dinner," he said. "I saw it in the fridge."
"I wasn't sure when you'd be back."
"Colin kept showing everyone the ring."
"That's nice.”
Nice…
She poured hot water in his favorite mug and dropped in a bag of orange pekoe.
"I should go," she said. "I have errands to get done before the week."
"It's Saturday."
"I’m going to my parents tomorrow for dinner. I won’t have a ton of time."
He wanted to ask her to stay, to talk about why she'd been arranging his apartment the way she had. Why her bag was packed and just sitting there. But he was too tired that morning to pretend anymore.
"I'll call you later," she said, grabbing her bag.
"Okay."
They both knew she wouldn't. Or she would, but it would be about nothing. Anything but the fact that she'd spent the evening haunting his apartment like a ghost of the girl she used to be.
…while I’d spent it drinking until she turned into Michelle.
After she left, he found the wooden spoon he used to stir pasta in the wrong drawer.
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Roman was in a quarterly revenue meeting when a junior analyst knocked on the door to the conference room and gestured for Roman to come out. It was Roger calling and he had told her it was an emergency. The marketing director was mid-presentation about Q1 projections, pointing at charts, while he slipped out muttering “sorry” quietly three or four times.
The heavy door closed on discussions of cost cutting measures.
"What?" Roman bit out sharply.
“It’s dad.”
The hallway stretched, like in a dream where you run but don't move. He pressed his free hand against the wall.
Roger's voice was wrong. Too high, too fast.
"Heart thing. Not a heart attack but…something. They're running tests. He collapsed at work."
"Collapsed?"
"In the parking lot. Thank God someone was with him. They called an ambulance."
"Which hospital?"
"Toronto General. Emergency ward, but they're moving him to cardiac. I'm on my way now."
"I'll be right there."
"Roman…"
"What?"
"He was conscious. Talking."
It should have been reassuring, but it reminded him of Meema.
She'd been herself until…
He knew how quickly a person could shift from who they were to someone, something, else.
He walked back into the meeting. "Family emergency. I have to go."
His manager started to say something about the presentation, but Roman was already reaching for his coat. Someone would email him the deck. 
He called Elizabeth from his desk. No answer. The message he left: “Dad in hospital. Going now. TGH.”
The elevator opened on the parking level. He stopped beside his car. She would get his message and meet him there. Surely.
He sat in his car for a moment before starting it. Taking thirty seconds to calm down. 
The last time I drove to a hospital…
There was so much he hadn't known then. He wondered what he didn't know now.
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The cardiac wing was on the third floor, painted in soft pastels that were supposed to be calming.
Roman found Roger standing by the nurses' station, still in his work clothes. The expensive suit he had probably worn that morning for a pitch was wrinkled and pulling at the shoulders where he'd been hunching.
"They're running an EKG," he said. "Maybe an angiogram later.”
Roman nodded. This time he would let Roger take the lead.
They found seats in the waiting area, moulded brown plastic chairs. Almost designed to keep people from settling in. 
CNN played on the mounted TV, closed captions running stories about interest rates and celebrity divorces. Someone had won a lottery. Someone else had lost everything in a fire.
"Where's Jocelyn?" Roman asked.
"Skiing. Denver."
A woman across from them was knitting, the needles clicking in rhythm with the heart monitor sounds drifting from nearby rooms. Her husband sat beside her, doing a crossword. 
The casualness of it…
“Have you eaten?” he asked.
Roger didn't respond, just started bouncing his knee.
Then his eyebrow spasmed. The same nervous tic from childhood. 	Comment by Kiran Malik: callback
"Remember when Dad drove us to basketball before school?"
"Yeah. He would always say that if he had to get up this early for practice we better be the best”
That was all they said for an hour. Sitting with it. Their father's particular brand of love, all action and grumbling. Presence and passion.
Dr. Patel appeared after an hour, looking tired but not concerned. 
"Your father is stable. We're seeing some irregularities in the EKG, possibly arterial blockage. We want to do an angiogram, maybe place a stent if required."
"When?" Roger asked.
“Tonight if we can get him in, tomorrow morning at the latest.”
Roman stood and approached two nurses behind a counter nearby. “Would it be alright if I logged into my email?”
The older one looked up, her eyes gentle. She met his for a moment, seemed to read something there, and reconsidered her usual answer. Then, she nodded.
“Ok dear, but you’ll have to be quick about it.”
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Elizabeth stared at the Hamilton file. She'd highlighted the same line three times, the yellow bleeding through like anxiety made visible.
Her computer, to her right, sat on, open to her email. She had been given Roman’s message ten minutes before.
Did he want me there? Or was he just filling me in?
She began drafting an email to him: “I got your message. I can leave early if you need me…”
She stopped and stared at it. The cursor blinked. 
Need. What did that mean? He was an adult. His brother was there. The doctors were doing their jobs. What could I add besides another body in the waiting room?
She deleted it.
Her supervisor, Lauren, stopped by her cubicle, fingers drumming on the partition wall. "That Hamilton file needs review by five. Client call first thing tomorrow."
"Of course."
"You okay?"
"I'm fine. Just…focused."
She nodded and moved on, already thinking about her next check-in. Elizabeth turned back to her screen, typed: Let me know if you need anything. Send.
She hated herself for the distance in it. The safety of "anything" instead of something specific. Specific would mean deciding what he needed, and how did anyone know that? Her mother had always been good at this. Showing up with exactly the right thing at the right time. Intuitive care. Elizabeth had to think about it, plan it, and execute it like a project.
Amit rolled his chair over, the wheels squeaking. "You've been staring at that same page for an hour."
"I'm reviewing."
"Is that all? Normally you’d be done with a file of that size by now."
Elizabeth kept her eyes on the screen. "My boyfriend's dad is in the hospital. Heart thing."
"Oh my god, that's terrible. You should go."
"He just said he was going over to the hospital."
Amit gave her a look. The kind someone gave another person when they were clearly missing something obvious. "And?"
"And... so I'm going after work."
"If Fatima’s dad was in the hospital, I'd already be there. I'd have left the second she called."
"I missed his call. He left me a message letting me know. He didn’t say explicitly to come”
"Did he need to?"
Amit rolled back to her desk, but Elizabeth felt the judgment in the squeaky retreat. She looked at the Hamilton file again. The numbers meant nothing. But she understood numbers. 
At 4:30 PM, she started packing up. Lauren looked over, pointed at her watch.
"The Hamilton file is done," she lied. She'd finish it tonight, after the hospital. "Family emergency."
"Oh. Of course. Take whatever time you need."
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Elizabeth arrived at 6:47 PM.
The waiting room reflected the mood of the evening shift now. Slower. Heavier. 
She brought a Subway bag and two bottles of water.
Roman was slumped in the chair, his tie was loosened but not removed, like he'd started to undress then stopped. His brother was beside him.
"Hey," she said softly.
Roman looked up with red-rimmed eyes.
There was a stain on his shirt she hadn't noticed this morning. 
Or maybe it was new. 
"You came."
"Of course I came."
The words felt forced. She sat beside him, but didn’t touch him. The sandwich bag crinkled as she set it on his lap.
"Turkey. No cucumbers." She remembered.
He held the sandwich without opening it.
"Any news?"
"They did the angiogram. Blockage in the LAD. They're keeping him overnight, doing the stent tomorrow morning. 7 AM."
"Okay. That's... that's good. Right? It sounds like they're being thorough."
Thorough. 
The word landed wrong, she could see it in his face. Like she was talking about a tax audit instead of his father's heart.
Roger looked up from his phone. "Hi, Elizabeth."
"Hi Roger. I'm sorry about your dad."
"Thanks, but nothing to be sorry for. He's tough. He’ll be fine."
Elizabeth's hand rested on the chair between her and Roman, fingers curled. 
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Three hours later, Roger couldn’t sit in the plastic chairs any longer and had gone to get coffee from the Tim Hortons in the lobby. Anything but the swamp water from the waiting room machine. Elizabeth and Roman sat in the dimmed evening light, both pretending to read magazines. Roman had been staring at the same perfume ad for five minutes.
"You can go if you want," Roman said suddenly, still looking at the glossy page. "I know it’s late."
"I'm ok."
"You have that early meeting tomorrow, right?” He turned the page. “The Hamilton thing?"
He remembered. Of course he did.
"Rome, your dad is in the hospital."
"Thanks, I’m aware."
"So I'm staying."
But even as she said it, she felt the effort of it. Staying was a decision, a choice. She thought about Amit. How he’d said he would have already been there. 
Roman rubbed his temples with one hand. "Michelle used to do this."
The name drew a line between them. One that Elizabeth was trying to pretend she didn’t see. Her fingers pressed into the magazine’s glossy cover.
"Do what?" her tone. Forced composure.
“Nevermind” he said, turning the page again. “Forget I mentioned it”
“Roman,” she said softly. “You can’t do that. If you have something to say, please just say it” Her pulse was in her ears. She wanted to scream. To grab him by the shoulders and shake until he forgot Michelle’s name.
"She used to make caring about me feel like work. Like she was doing me a favor."
"That's not—I'm…here."
"Sure. Yes. Physically, you are here."
The flatness of it made her flinch. But also its truth.
She felt herself slipping out of her body, watching from the corner of the room in another fecal brown plastic chair. Her careful posture. Her performative concern. The right title of sympathy in her voice. The patience needed to deal with someone hurting and lashing out.
"What do you want from me, Roman? Tell me what you need."
"I need you to need to be here. Not because it's the right. Not because you're supposed to. Because you can't imagine being anywhere else when I'm—" 
He stopped, ran his hands through his hair, tugging hard enough that it had to hurt. "Like I said…forget it."
"No. Finish. When you're what?"
"Scared." The word cracked as it left him, his voice smaller now.
"I'm fucking terrified, Elizabeth. My dad almost died, and you're sitting there like you're at a bus stop."
She bowed her head. “I don't know how to be what you need.”
"I'm not asking you to be anything. I'm asking you to feel something."
"I am feeling something."
"What? What are you feeling?"
She opened her mouth. Closed it. 
The truth? All of it. 
Concern for Roman, anxiety about work, guilt for not being enough, frustration that she didn't know how to fix this, exhaustion from trying to calibrate the right response. 
She wanted to tell him that she was devastated, that it hurt her beyond words to see him in pain. But it felt selfish, like centering herself in his pain.
“I…I don’t know how to name it” she managed.
I wish you could read my mind. Feel my feelings. I love you.
“Right,” Roman said. “She couldn’t name it either”
His voice carried the precision of someone who knew exactly where to aim. 
“Rome, I’m not her”
“No, you’re not.” he said. “Michelle didn’t pretend she was trying.”
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At 11 PM, the doctor called Roger and Roman into a more private space for another update. When he came back out he offered to walk Elizabeth to the bus stop. 
The streets were dark. Orange sodium lights created pools of false warmth but everything between them was invisible. Roman walked slower than usual.
When she caught the light of one of the streetlamps, it made her look pale, ethereal. 
"I'm sorry," she said.
"I know I'm not... I know this isn't what you need right now."
"It's fine."
"Don't do that. Don't say it’s fine when it's not."
He looked at her then, really looked. 
She was trying so hard.
He could see tomorrow's Elizabeth already. The one who would arrive with the next day’s crossword and fresh clothes for him. Who would remember to bring food for him and his brother. Who would perform everything correctly. 
"My mom would have sat there for days," he said. "Would have known what to do without thinking about it."
"Roman, I'm sorry…I..."
They stood there, arrived at the bus stop, breath visible between them.
"I'll come back tomorrow," she offered. "For the surgery."
"You don't have to."
"I want to."
She wanted to want to. 
The bus arrived and she fished in her purse for change. 
She went to step in, then paused. "Roman?"
"Yeah?"
"I do love you."
"I know."
But knowing and feeling were different things. 
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Roman had been back in the waiting room, for three and a half more hours. The clock said two. He had to remind himself that it was two in the morning.
It had emptied except for them and an elderly woman sleeping upright, purse clutched in her lap. Roger was half-asleep in his chair, head tilted back, mouth slightly open. Roman was staring at the wall.
"She tries," Roger said suddenly, eyes still closed.
"What?"
"She tries."
"Yeah."
The elderly woman shifted, murmured something in her sleep. 
"Elizabeth's not Michelle." Roger said.
“I know.” Roman said, disguising shame with derision. "What do I do?" He muttered quietly.
"Fuck if I know.”
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The next morning Elizabeth arrived early with a coffee for Roger and a box from that donut place Roman loved. It was twenty minutes out of her way. She'd left her apartment at 6 AM to get them, setting three alarms to make sure she didn't oversleep.
"Any updates?" she asked.
"They took him in half an hour ago. Should be about an hour, still."
She handed him the box. He took it gratefully, and she felt a small bloom of success. 
They sat in silence. Elizabeth pulled out a work file. Thumbing through it with one hand while the other rested near Roman's on the chair. Available if wanted.
At 7:45 AM, Dr. Patel emerged, looking more fresh than last time. "Everything went perfectly. The stent is in place, blood flow is restored. He'll be groggy but you can see him in about an hour."
The relief hit Roman physically. Elizabeth watched his whole body sag. Without thinking, she reached for his hand. He squeezed back. 
"That's wonderful," she said, and meant it.
She stayed for three hours. Made conversation with Roger. Found out the cafeteria had decent bagels and brought some up. 
When they finally got to see Roman's father, he was awake but a little foggy. He spotted Elizabeth and smiled.
"Where's that lovely girlfriend?"
Elizabeth froze for just a second. Roman saw it, that flash of panic at being claimed, at being positioned in the family narrative. 
"Right here, Mr. Last Name."	Comment by Kiran Malik: last name
She took his father's hand when he reached for it. Then she let go, stepping back like she'd completed a task.
"I'm going to find you some better juice," she announced, though no one had mentioned juice. "The stuff they have is terrible."
She left, and Gulshan watched her go.
Roman caught up to her in the hallway.
“Hey, what’s up? Why did you rush out?”
"I should go," she said. "You're good here now, right? He's okay?"
"Yeah. We're good...but--"
"Call me later?"
"Uh, yea, sure. Of course."
She kissed him quickly.
Roger watched her go from the door. Then he walked up to Roman and squeezed his shoulder. "Rome, Dad's asking for you."
Roman went back in. His father looked small in the hospital bed but was smiling.
"Where'd Elizabeth go?"
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The next day Roman called. They’d wordlessly agreed not to revisit the hospital argument. It was easier to focus on the small grace that Roman’s father was home now. Walking, eating, and independent.
His tone was apologetic, if not his words. He formally asked her to dinner, like when they had first started dating. She said yes.
They went to a small pizza place around the corner from her apartment. They imported their flour from Naples and offered half price wine.
After a margherita pizza and two bottles of red, the air between them loosened. They talked about New York. Roman had something planned.
Out of his jacket pocket he produced two folded pieces of paper and slid them across the table. She read them by the light of a single candle flickering between them. A truncated passage from his novel.
“The effect: evangelical..like she took solemn vows…naked, exposed, bare, but for this simple dressing. 
The obvious power present in her vulnerability…her holiness.
He would feel it…let it flow within him….cripple and strengthen him at once…let it mend the cracks inside….‘be gentle to me’.”
Halfway through she reached for his hand and looked at him through pleading eyes. The moment was suspended. Roman felt real.
The conversation turned toward what lasted. It wasn’t their friction that kept them bound, it was the rare, quiet moments when they still moved in sync.
Even if we sometimes lose each other,” he said, “know that I will always find you. I want you close. Elizabeth, will you move in with me?”
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One week later Roman stood in Elizabeth's apartment, holding a cardboard box. They were finally starting the process of moving her into his place.
The kitchen smelled like her morning coffee and the lavender dryer sheets she used. Mid-morning sunlight streamed through the window by her reading nook.
"I thought we'd do more today," he said, peering into the box that had exactly three things in it: An old sweater, a lamp, and a stapler.
Elizabeth was sitting cross-legged on the floor beside her bookshelf, creating three distinct piles: keep, donate, storage. Every book required consideration, a full archaeological excavation of memory. She'd hold each one, open it to the middle, read a few pages and sometimes smell them. The particular scent of aging paper.
"We don't have to rush," she said, not looking up from a water-damaged copy of Norwegian Wood. "The lease doesn't end for two months."
He watched her place it in the storage pile, then immediately change her mind, move it to keep, then back to storage. Her fingers lingered on the spine where the paperback had cracked.
"What's that one?"
"Nothing."
It was A Tree Grows in Brooklyn. The one she'd been reading when they'd run into each other at BMV all those months ago. The one with the receipt still tucked inside like a bookmark to a moment she couldn't quite let go of.
I guess being needed is as good as being loved.
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Earlier that morning, Roman had walked with Colin.
"Shelly's been living out of boxes at my place for three months. Just rip the bandaid off. You guys are overthinking it."
"I asked her. She said yes. It's just different from you guys. " Roman had said.
"How?"
"She has a system. For everything. Where things go, how they're arranged. I don't want to mess it up."
"Dude, you're supposed to mess it up together. That's kinda the whole point."
No. Standing in Elizabeth's apartment now, watching her categorize everything, Roman understood. Every item was a decision. Every decision was a commitment. Every commitment meant opportunity costs.
"I'll pack up the kitchen stuff next week," she said, finally looking up. "When I have more time. After the quarter closes."
They stood on opposite sides of her living room.  "Want lunch?" he offered. "That sandwich place you like?"
"I already ate."
It was 11 AM. 
"Okay."
She went back to her books. He stood there for another moment, then picked up a novel from the donate pile. And Then There Were None. Inside the front cover, in his handwriting from years ago: My favourite mystery for my favourite mystery. I love trying to figure you out. -R
She saw him looking at it. "Oh, I have another copy."
[bookmark: _u91tm08nk4qv]# (mid-April ‘93)
Two weeks later.
Elizabeth stood in Roman’s living room with her second glass of wine in hand. Roman was supposed to be home twenty minutes ago. Then forty-five minutes ago. Then an hour ago. 
She'd brought Thai food. The place where the owner's daughter had once asked if they were married. "Haha not yet!" Roman had said then, easy as breathing. That was five months ago, just after their trip.
She put the food in the fridge next to yesterday's unopened takeout. Shawarma he'd brought home after she'd already left. Above it, a pizza box from the weekend. They were collecting meals they didn't eat together.
She sat on his couch…their couch, and flipped open a file folder. The new Peterson audit needed review. 
The apartment was too quiet. The radiator clanged. Someone's car alarm went off.
By 9 PM, she'd moved to the bedroom, sitting on top of the covers in her work clothes. 
Roman finally came home at 10:47 PM. She heard him before she saw him.
"Hey sorry," he said from the doorway, loosening his tie. His shirt was wrinkled. There was a stain on his cuff. "Vernon wanted to review the whole quarter. Then my analyst showed up with neverending questions."
"No, hey, it's fine."
He sat on the edge of the bed. The mattress dipped. She shifted.
"You eating?"
"I had something earlier."
"The shawarma I left?"
"No, before. At home."
Home. 
He wanted to say something about it. How she still called it that. How half her things were still there. How she spent three nights a week there even though they were supposedly combining their lives. But it had been a long day.
"I'm going to shower," he said.
She listened to the water run. He took longer showers now, sometimes twenty minutes, sometimes thirty. 
When he came back, steam trailing him like a wraith, she was gone.
She left a note on the fridge. Love you. Gone home to finish up some work. See you tomorrow.
Tomorrow was becoming their most reliable promise. 
[bookmark: _mi0mqaewcbat]Chapter 176 (Late April ‘93)
The bar on King was packed, heat and voices rolling through the back room Colin had rented. Strings of lights hung low over the crowd, blurring into a soft constellation above the empty bottles. If you’d had enough to drink, they might have passed for stars. 
Roman and Elizabeth sat off to the side, their table half-shadowed, half-lit. Colin and Shelly moved through the room. His hand never far from her back, her hair, her hand again. Shelly’s laughter easily carried over the music.
“They look good together,” Elizabeth said, turning her glass by it’s thin stem. The bowl caught the light each time she spun it. She’d asked for the narrow kind. "Remember the story Colin told us of how they met?”
"When he spilled an entire pitcher on her?"
"And she laughed." Elizabeth smiled at the memory. "I would have been mortified."
"You would have helped clean it up…while silently panicking about the stain."
They both knew it was true. Elizabeth would have grabbed napkins, calculated the cost of dry cleaning, worried about the restaurant staff. As the story goes, Shelly had just laughed, ordered another pitcher, and kissed Colin for the first time with beer still dripping from her dress.
Paul appeared, already drunk, and slapped Roman on the shoulder. "Where've you been hiding? Haven't seen you in weeks."
“Hey buddy, yea I haven’t been out much”
Paul looked between them, squinting like he was trying to solve a puzzle. "Both of you?”
Elizabeth forced a smile, "Busy. Usually too tired at the end of the day."
"From all that moving in together?" Paul laughed, oblivious. "Colin said you guys have been 'almost moved in' for like two months.”
"It's a process," he said flatly. 
Paul continued. "Well your process sucks. Know what my process was? I threw my shit in a box and moved. Done. Process complete."
"And how'd that work out?" Elizabeth asked.
"So far so good" Paul grinned, then spotted someone across the room. "Wait is that Fregren? FREG!"
He wandered off, leaving a wake of spilled alcohol.
Elizabeth traced the rim of her glass with her finger. Neither of them seemed to know where to look.
"...we should go congratulate them," Elizabeth said.
"Sure, yea in a minute." Making an obvious show of his almost finished beer.
They sat there for twenty more minutes, not talking, people watching. A couple was making out in the photo booth, forgetting or not caring, that everyone could see everytime the flimsy curtain was moved around.
When they finally approached Colin and Shelly, they stood slightly apart. Roman's hand hovered near Elizabeth's back.
"You guys!" Shelly squealed, wine-drunk with smudged lipstick. "I’m so happy you came!"
Colin's eyes met Roman's. Elizabeth’s tracked Shelly’s ring. 
"You guys are next, right?" Shelly continued, oblivious to the sudden tension. "We could have a joint wedding!”
Elizabeth flashed a professional smile mixed with charm. “We're taking our time”
"Smart, you shouldn’t rush a good thing," Colin said quickly. 
But his eyes on Roman said something else.
"Oh!" Shelly grabbed Elizabeth's hand. "Come meet my cousin. She's an accountant too. Corporate stuff. You'll love her."
She dragged Elizabeth away, leaving Roman and Colin alone by the bar.
"So…" Colin said.
"Don't."
"I didn’t say anything."
"You're thinking it loud enough."
Colin ordered two whiskeys, slid one to Roman. "She still has her apartment."
"I know."
"You still have separate groceries."
"I know."
"You showed up separately tonight."
"We were coming from different places."
"Right." Colin took a drink. "Look, I'm not judging—"
"You're absolutely judging."
"—but maybe this is a sign."
"Of?"
Colin drained his whiskey instead. Roman finished his too.
Roman started. "Look, it fits. We just need time."
Colin put a hand on his shoulder and nodded. Roman ordered another whiskey. A double.
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The Monday after the engagement party Elizabeth mentioned that she was promoted to Sr. Staff Accountant.That had been three weeks ago and Roman had been planning the celebration dinner since. Reservations at that Portuguese place they'd never made it to. He'd called three times to confirm they could make the flourless chocolate thing she liked at the bakery near him for dessert.
He'd taken the afternoon off, told his boss he had a doctor's appointment. Bought peonies from three different shops to get enough for a proper bouquet. She'd mentioned once that single-variety bouquets were more elegant than mixed. The reservation was at 7 PM. He'd even gotten his good charcoal grey jacket dry cleaned.
At 4 PM she left a message on the machine: Hey Rome, not sure what we are doing tonight, but it’s been a long day…do you mind if we do something chill?
He was standing in his apartment, flowers already in water, outfit laid out on the bed.
He listened to the message again. Chill usually meant her apartment, takeout, separate spaces by 10 PM. Chill meant not trying.
He called her.
“Hey, got your message. What did you want to do?”
“Not sure, maybe just dinner at mine?”
He looked at the peonies. Twenty-four of them, each one perfect, each one chosen specifically. The Portuguese place would charge him a cancellation fee. It didn’t matter, he'd pay it.
“Sure, sounds good. What time?”
“7?”
“I'll bring wine.”
“You don't have to bring anything.”
He brought the flowers anyway, wrapped in brown paper that crinkled when she took them. She had gotten started before he arrived and her apartment smelled like garlic. She was making pasta. The same spicy tomato sauce.
"I wanted to make a fuss, congratulations on your promotion." he said, handing her the flowers.
She held them like they were heavier than they should be. "They're beautiful! Peonies."
She put them in water, arranging them carefully in the only vase she owned. A vintage, tall light blue thing her mother had given her. Three had already started to wilt. She turned those toward the wall.
They ate. The pasta was overcooked. The sauce was missing something. She'd forgotten to salt the water. But Roman still enjoyed it.
"How was work?" he asked.
"Fine. Busy."
More silence. The couple next door was yelling about something. Their voices carried through the thin walls. Elizabeth turned on soft music to cover it. 
"I, uh, got you something else," he said finally, pulling out a small wrapped box from his jacket pocket.
She opened it slowly, carefully not tearing the paper. Inside was a silver necklace with a small pendant. A tiny key, delicate and obviously expensive.
"Roman..."
"I thought... since we're moving in together. Or trying to. I don't know. Maybe it's stupid."
She held it up to the light. It caught the overhead bulb, threw tiny reflections on the wall.
"No, it's perfect," she said, but her mouth tightened just a little too quickly after saying it.
"You don’t like it…I should’ve kept the receipt."
"I don't not like it..."
"But?"
She set it carefully back in the box, nestled it in the velvet like she was putting it to bed. "I just don't know if I would wear this."
"Why?"
"There’s nothing wrong with it. It’s beautiful! It just isn’t quite my style.”
The neighbors had stopped fighting. Outside, it started to rain.
"Hey Liz?”
“Yea?”
“Are we okay?" 
She smiled and touched his hand.
He helped her clear the dishes. She wrapped the leftover pasta even though they both knew she'd throw it out tomorrow. He left before 10 PM to give her space to get ready for her meeting tomorrow.
"Thank you for dinner," he said formally.
"Thank you for the flowers. And the necklace."
"Yea of course. You're welcome."
The rain got heavier. He left without an umbrella, and was soaked by the time he reached the streetcar. When he got home, she had left a message on the machine: “I don’t know what it was, but it felt weird when you left. I just wanted to say…thank you. For tonight. For being you.”
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Maria had invited Elizabeth for coffee at a place on Ossington called “Yo Adrian!”. It had exposed brick walls and fake flowers on every table. It was nearly empty, the dead time between lunch and after-work.
"So," Maria said, stirring her drink with a tiny spoon. "How're things?” she asked, then got excited at her remembering. “Oh! George had drinks with Colin and said you and Roman are moving in together. How’s that been going?”
Elizabeth held her cup with both hands. "It's...going...yea"
Maria sipped and raised an eyebrow.
"It’s just been taking longer than expected….complicated…logistics. You know…"
"Ahh. Is that really it?" 
“What else would it be?”
“I don’t know. You tell me.”
Elizabeth's coffee was getting cold.
"I mean, sure, there are some snags. Normal ones…I think. Anyway, we're working on it."
"On it or around it?"
“What?”
“Forget it. What are you two working through?”
Elizabeth blinked rapidly, looking up at the exposed ceiling beams. “It’s hard to say. To pin down, exactly…”
"You know what I think?" Maria asked.
“Why do I feel like that’s rhetorical.”
“I think you're both scared of failing. So much so that you've forgotten to actually try.”
"I don’t think that’s necessarily true."
Maria paused thoughtfully. "When's the last time you--”
"Maria." Elizabeth warned. She was beginning to overstep.
"Elizabeth." Maria reached across the table, took her hand. Her rings were cold. "I’m sorry, I’m just trying to help you figure things out.”
Elizabeth pulled her hand back. "You don't understand. With him and I, it’s--"
"Then help me understand."
"I love him."
"I know."
"But I don't always know how to be with him”
Maria nodded slowly.
The sun moved across the floor in a slow, arc that felt inevitable.
"Can I ask you something?" 
"Anything."
"Do you ever just want to get away from George? When things get tough?”
Maria laughed, but it wasn't happy. "Many times."
"What brings you back?"
Maria answered instantly. “I realized I'd rather fail with him than succeed with anyone else.”
"How did you know?"
"The times I did walk away, his absence was worse than any problem we had together."
The answer settled into her, slow and gentle. She smiled, then checked her watch. "Oh, shoot. I should go!”
"Where?"
"Home."
“Who’s?”
[bookmark: _xek5gyrqwa6i]Chapter 177 (Mid-May, ‘93)
The VIA Rail car smelled like reheated coffee and cheap pastries. Roman had bought business class tickets. Not because he wanted to splurge, but because he and Elizabeth put off planning this trip for so long that they were the only ones left.
Elizabeth sat across from him, not beside him, though adjacent seats were empty. She'd chosen the facing seat so she could ‘read and stretch out’.
They'd booked the trip to Montreal on a Thursday night three days ago. Elizabeth had been drinking some orange wine from the bottle. They'd run out of clean wine glasses, or rather, ones that were clean enough for her to drink out of. 
"I think…we need to get away," she'd said. 
The landscape blurred past. The city giving way to farmland, the picturesque nature made Roman feel like he was watching a David Attenborough documentary. 
"Do you have a pen," she said, not looking up.
"No. Sorry."
"I have to work on two audits."
"It's a weekend."
"They don't know that."
He wanted to ask who "they" were. These people who owned her weekends.
He looked out the window. A man was standing in a field, doing nothing, just standing there.
"Remember our first trip?"
Elizabeth looked up, her face shifting into something softer. "A week before New York. Kingston. That motel." 
Roman was tasked with doing a lost time observation study for their last-mile logistics team.
It entailed renting a car and following a delivery truck loaded with beer along its route. He had a little notebook to record opportunities for increasing efficiency and to denote when time had been wasted, like unnecessary stops. He pitched it to Elizabeth as a ‘fun’ road trip. At the time, she would have agreed to anything.
"The bed was basically a crime scene. Those stains."
"But the pool was surprisingly nice.”
They smiled at the memory, more ritual than feeling. That trip brought them closer as they worked together to catalogue the journey. 
The hotel in Montreal was everything the Kingston motel wasn't, exposed brick that had been sandblasted to get rid of any imperfections. A clawfoot tub that looked like it belonged in a magazine, and Edison bulbs that cast everything in golden light. They couldn’t afford it, but booked it anyway.
It was the kind of place that demanded romance, or at least its performance. There was a non-zero chance that they were banking on that.
Elizabeth set her bag down carefully on the luggage rack. She always used the luggage rack, never the bed. 
Because everything needs a home.
"Should we get dinner?" she asked, already rifling through the guides left for them on the dresser.
"Sure. Where?"
They found a bistro in the second pamphlet. It had a review: 3 stars, walking distance, seemed ‘romantic without trying too hard,’ according to guest Robert G. from Vancouver.
The host seated them by the window, probably thinking he was doing them a favor. Outside, Montreal Friday night walked by in all its configurations. There were couples leaning into each other against the wind, groups of McGill university students pregaming, and a woman in a fur coat walking a tiny dog that looked miserable.
Roman ordered wine immediately. "Bottle?" he asked Elizabeth.
"I shouldn't. Work…actually sure. Yea. A bottle."
After the second glass, Elizabeth's shoulders finally dropped from her ears. She stopped rerouting the conversation to work every three minutes and let it fade to every ten. After the third, Roman stopped noticing all the ways this was different from how it used to be. By the fourth, they were almost themselves.
"God, do you remember that night at The Rex?" Elizabeth was laughing so much that it crinkled her eyes.
"Oh, when George tried to prove he could do a muscle-up?"
"Yea, yea, on the wooden beam."
"God, he was so confident. Then just hung there. Flailing."
Elizabeth put her hand to her mouth. "Maria's face haha she was so embarrassed."
“Do you remember what she said?
Maria: ‘Call an ambulance.' 
George: 'I'm fine!'
Maria: 'For me, not you!"
They were having trouble catching their breath.
Elizabeth tried to settle down and breathe, “In fairness, Maria said he used to be be able to do one”
“Yea, thirty pounds ago” 
She snorted. Wine almost coming out of her nose.
They couldn’t stop and trying to get serious only made it worse. She would burst out again every time after about two seconds of shaky breathing. It was contagious, Roman couldn’t keep his composure either.
A full ten minutes later when Elizabeth was finally back in control, she curled her hand into his. He traced it with his thumb.
His fingers were warm. They shared a look that said:  maybe they'd just been trying too hard. Maybe all they needed was distance from Toronto, from their ordinary lives.
"Oh Rome…I missed this. I missed us”
"Me too." Roman let his eyes track downward.
"No. No. Not sad." She squeezed his hand. “We can be that again. We’re that now” she said.
"I think…I want to believe that” he adjusted the black comma that fell over his eye.
“Then believe it.” Elizabeth said with weight. “Believe it and don’t think so much. That’s something we can both work on.”
The waiter arrived with their meals: duck confit for him, salmon for her, both plates arranged like small art exhibits. They commented occasionally on the food. The sauce was perfectly reduced. The vegetables had a nice texture. The seasoning was expertly balanced.
Roman snuck glances at Elizabeth. Her eyes were striking. Lit from the window behind him. It always made him feel special to be the subject of their focus.
Back at the hotel, they ordered room service. The food at the restaurant was fantastic, but the portions were abysmal. Roman was unbuttoning his black dress shirt when it arrived. He tipped the staff and took it inside. With his shirt half open, he handed Elizabeth her half of the burger.
“You’ve never looked as good as you do right now” she said.
“Because I’m handing you meat covered in bacon?” 
“No…it’s something else.” Elizabeth put her burger down and just looked at him. For the first time in a while.
Things moved quickly. Faster than they ever had. 
It was the first time they had been together like that in six weeks. 
Roman was still surprised that she initiated, though he also wondered if she had been building up to it all evening. If the wine and laughter had been a sort of foreplay…
After, they lay next to each other.
"This was nice," Elizabeth said to the ceiling.
"Yeah."
"We should do it more often."
"The sex or the trips? Either way, yeah."
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In the morning they packed methodically and figured out the trip home. Checkout time, train schedule, whether to get coffee there or at the station.
The train home felt longer, though it wasn't. The landscape reversed itself like a film running backward. By the time they reached Toronto’s Union Station, they were exhausted not from travel but from something else. Maybe the ambiguity of the sudden switch up in their pattern. 
"Thank you," Elizabeth said at the taxi stand. "For planning this."
"We planned it."
They shared a cab but got out at different addresses. She blew him a kiss when she got out. Roman watched her go straight to the door of her building. 
[bookmark: _eup1qljhfdnc]Chapter 178
Roman rubbed his temples but it didn’t do much to alleviate his throbbing head.
The office at 11 PM had its own ecology. The cleaners moved through in waves. First there was garbage removal, then vacuuming, then the oddly intimate act of watering the half-dead plants that every department maintained. He didn’t know why.
Roman knew their patterns by now, could time his presence around them. 
He'd been rewriting the same paragraph for an hour, something about quarterly projections. The words had stopped making sense twenty minutes ago.
His office phone rang. Elizabeth. 
“Hey Roman?”
“Hey, yea it’s me.”
“I thought I might catch you at the office, I was just calling to say I have a meeting early tomorrow so I’m staying at home tonight.”
“Oh, yea, ok, sure.”
“Yea. Well, ok I’ll let you get back to it. Don’t stay too much later ok? Love you!”
“Love you to--”
She hung up before he could finish.
Downtown. His office was downtown. Her meeting was probably three blocks away from where he was now…and he lived close to the core. Both knew geography had nothing to do with it.
Roman was growing restless, so he decided to do a lap of the bull pen.
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Ewan pushed back from his desk, walked to the window. Twelve floors down, Bay Street was still moving. He pressed his forehead against the glass, felt its coolness against his skin, and left a small fog of breath that disappeared immediately.
The glass. It was so perfect. Yet…so fragile. Even the smallest crack would compromise the integrity of the entire pane. He used to imagine the glass cascading in slow motion, like snow down to the street. Sweeping everything off his desk, picking it up and pitching it as hard as he could through the clear barrier. Papers in the drawers flying out and floating down like leaves from a tree.
Now it was less dramatic. When he was alone at the office on nights like these he imagined standing up from his desk and walking out. No resignation letter, no explanation. Just walking. Down the hall to the elevator. No, the stairs, actually. All twenty-three flights, feeling each one in his knees. Then through the lobby, where Marcus the night security guard would nod without asking why he was leaving at such an odd hour, because Marcus had seen enough late-night exits to know not to ask.
He would be onto Bay Street, turn left, no right…who cares. Walking until the financial district ended, until the condos turned to houses, until the houses turned to something else. Walking until his feet bled through his dress shoes. Walking until he would stop thinking. Walking until he became someone else. 
Or maybe the opposite. Maybe he'd walk until he found the version of himself that didn't need to be different. The version that could accept the things not working in his life. And make them. 
He pressed his palms against his eyes until he saw phosphenes. The lights that weren't really lights, his brain making something from nothing. It felt appropriate.
Marcus did his rounds, stopped at Ewan’s office door. They'd developed a routine over the months: Marcus would knock gently on the glass, Ewan would look up and nod, Marcus would nod back. Two men acknowledging each other's existence at an hour when they should both be somewhere else.
"Working late again, Ewan?"
"You know how it is, Marcus."
"I do, sir. I do."
Marcus had been married thirty-six years. Ewan knew this because Marcus had mentioned it once, proud but also surprised, like he couldn't quite believe it himself. Ewan wanted to ask him how. But instead he said, "Have a good night, Marcus."
"You too, sir. Don't stay too late."
He finally left at 1:47 AM. He knew the exact time because he'd been watching the clock, waiting for it to feel late enough to justify.
He would not go home. Instead, he walked. Through the PATH system first, those underground tunnels that connected the financial district like a circulatory system for people who couldn't bear weather. But even underground, he felt exposed, so he surfaced at Queen Street.
The city was different at night. Softer, more forgiving, like it had been drinking too. He passed a couple arguing in another language. You have to be in the same place to argue, he thought.
A man in a suit much like Ewan’s was sitting on the curb, head in hands, maybe drunk, maybe high, maybe just defeated. Two women in their twenties walked by laughing. 
Christ.
He walked north on University, the hospital row. Emergency rooms lit up from the outside. The same one he’d been brought to. He gave a nod to the adjoined rehab facility.
At Bloor, he turned back. His feet hurt in his dress shoes. His body ached like he'd wanted it to. What if I just kept walking? What if I became one of those people who disappeared?
 But even in fantasy, Ewan knew he'd return. He was the type who returned, who cleaned up.
When he got home he ate cold pasta standing over the sink, not bothering with a plate or heating it up. Sauce congealed around the edges. It tasted like nothing. He thought about violence. Not toward anyone. Never a person.
Toward the space that couldn’t be crossed. Toward the space that widened with every night spent in different places for reasons that made perfect sense and no sense at all. He didn’t feel real.
[bookmark: _reaq2k20rxyy]Chapter 180 (May 31st, ‘93)
The cottage in Collingwood belonged to Paul's uncle. A sprawling log structure with a surprisingly modern and comfortable interior. Everything was heavy wood.
They'd driven up in two cars. Roman with George and Ryan, Paul with Colin and Dave. The traffic getting out of the city had been brutal, three hours of stop-and-start, George trying to fill the silence with boring stories about Maria’s colleagues.
They stopped for burritos on the way up so that they didn’t have to worry about dinner when they got there. Now it was midnight, and Roman sat on the dock, beer warming in his hand, watching the others play poker inside the boathouse.
The lake was so still it looked solid. Across the water, other cottages glowed with their own gatherings. The sound of laughter carried across the water, distorted by distance into something that could have been crying.
Paul stumbled out, drunker than most of them, probably because he was the most at home up here. He was carrying two fresh beers and a joint.
"What the hell are you doing out here alone?," he bellowed, sitting heavily enough that the chair creaked.
"Just hanging out."
"You've been sitting here for two hours. Colin thinks you hate him."
"Ha! Because I chose to come up in George’s car? I just wanted AC."
"Oh. Then why are you out here alone?"
"I like the quiet."
Paul lit the joint, took a drag, offered it to Roman, who declined. "You know what your problem is?"
"Please, I’m all ears."
"You think too much."
"You should try it sometime"
"I'm serious." Paul took another drag, coughed. "Look at Colin. Happy as ever. You know why?"
"Because he's simple?"
"Because he is smart enough not to overthink it”
Roman took a drink of warm beer, grimaced. The taste was adolescent, like drinking in someone's basement, pretending to like it. 
Paul studied him with the intense focus of the very drunk. "Is this about Elizabeth?"
Roman felt the jolt of it. He hoped Paul wouldn’t notice.
“What do you mean?”
"Colin says you're still not moved in together."
"It's complicated.” Roman’s voice tightened. “Christ, don’t you guys have anything better to talk about other than me?"
He pushed back his chair and walked to the boathouse fridge.
“We care about you man. So we talk,” Paul said. “And you want to know what we think?”
“No, actually, not really.” He turned, almost shouting now. “I want you to mind your own business.”
Paul ignored him. “We think you should stop being a bitch. Either commit or don't, but stop this halfway shit. It's exhausting to watch."
"Then don't fucking watch."
"We have to. It's like rubbernecking."
Roman opened the freezer and handed Paul a packet of frozen peas. “Wait--what’s this for?”
“Your eye.” Roman said, and hit him square in the face.
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Leaving Paul on the main floor, Roman went upstairs to join the others.
Colin saw him first. "Yo! we're doing shots."
One became three, became five, the kind of drinking that had purpose. They played poker badly, betting with Canadian Tire money someone had found in a drawer. 
“Great,” George said. “When I win, I can buy all the crep I want.” 
Paul appeared about fifteen minutes later, still clutching the bag of peas.
“Hey” Roman said. “I’m sorry, I overreacted. It’s just been…kinda tough lately between the late nights at work and the whole moving in thing”
Paul shrugged, then winced. “It’s, uh, fine. I probably had it coming…” His tone turned serious, “But as your friend you should know…”
Roman inclined his head.
“...you hit like a little girl.”
Colin looked between them, confused for a beat, then started laughing, only to end up throwing up a few minutes later in what Paul's uncle probably called the "meditation garden."
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An hour later at 3 AM, Roman found himself on the dock again. This time with Colin. Both of them were drunk enough to make it impossible to have an ego.
Colin started. "You good?"
"Why does everyone keep asking me that?"
"Because you look like you’re not."
They lay back on the dock, stars spinning above them, or maybe they were spinning and the stars were still. Hard to tell.
Roman was quiet. Across the lake, someone set off fireworks, probably illegal, definitely beautiful. They watched them explode and fall, their reflections doubling in the water.
The fireworks ended. Someone cheered across the water. Inside the cottage, the poker game had devolved into an argument about something. Everything felt like it was ending and beginning at the same time.
Roman squeezed Colin’s shoulder gently. 
“I’m really happy for you man. What you found. No. What you built is rare. Don’t let it go.”
“I won’t. Trust me. Ever.”
Roman nodded.
They stayed there until the sun started to lighten the sky, not speaking, just lying on a dock in Collingwood, watching the stars fade, two men at different points in their lives.
[bookmark: _n55ijrdghuap]Chapter 181: Early June ‘93
He’d been back from Collingwood for two days when Roman woke to pounding on his door at 2 AM. The sort that suggested emergency or catastrophe. His first thought was his father, another heart issue. His second was a fire in the building. He stumbled out of bed, nearly tripping over the shoes he'd left in the middle of the floor.
Through the peephole, she was distorted, swaying slightly, one hand pressed against the doorframe for support. Her hair had come mostly undone into a lion’s mane of burnt red. Mascara had migrated south. She was wearing the black dress she’d worn to George and Maria’s engagement party.
He opened the door and she nearly fell into him.
"I went to that thing," she said without preamble, breath wine-sweet. "The Morrison closing dinner. At Harbour 60.”	Comment by Kiran Malik: verify
"And you didn't invite me?" He said sarcastically. His voice was dry and tired. 
She laughed, but she wasn't happy either. "Actually I did. Two weeks ago. You said you were busy. You said..." She paused, seeming to be trying to remember. "You said you had that thing with that guy from work."
Wait. Had she invited him? Had he declined? 
He imagined the archetypical conversation:
“We should get dinner.” 
“I'm busy.”
“Want to come to this work thing?”
“I have that other thing.”
A masterclass in avoidance and retaliation.
She pushed past him into the apartment, unsteady in her heels. She barely ever wore heels…the dinner must have been important.
"It was really embarrassing,” she spat out. Riling herself up. Getting more upset than he thought she was. 
Or just letting it show for once.
“Everyone kept asking where you were. 'Where's Roman?' 'How's Roman?' Like…" She gestured vaguely, almost knocking over his orb lamp.
"You're drunk." He said. Using himself as a human shield to protect it.
"Brilliant observation, Sherlock. They teach you that at your fancy job?" She sat heavily on his couch and kicked off her heels. "Christ. I'm so tired of this," One landed near the bookshelf, the other disappeared under the coffee table.
"Of…what?" 
"This! This carefulness! This tiptoeing! For fuck’s sake Roman. Be a man.” 
He could tell she wasn’t done.
“I hate pretending we are ok.” She pulled her legs up under her. "Do you know what Amit asked me tonight?”
Roman didn’t know who that was.
"He asked if we'd set a date yet. A date, Roman. As if we're engaged." She was crying now. “I just stood there, smiling, holding my stupid forty-dollar glass of wine. Like an idiot. Am I an idiot Roman? For thinking we can make this work?"
Roman sat beside her. "Elizabeth..."
"Don’t ‘Elizabeth’ me. Don’t try to calm me down. I just want to stop pretending, Her eyes were bloodshot but clear, like the wine had burned away something. “I want to stop pretending I'm going to move in. Stop pretending we have sex for any reason other than ‘it’s been a while’. Stop pretending we're not just waiting for one of us to end it.”
A flicker of anger. Then…shame and raw, untamed panic.
In the seconds that followed he reached for all the words he could think of.
I love you.
Stop.
Don’t go.
I want you.
But they morphed themselves into a question that made him sound like the one still holding the wheel. A question he doesn’t want the answer to.
"What do you want then? To stop?”
She went quiet. He watched more tears fall. 
[bookmark: _1k5n0f185121]#
Roman could tell the question was unexpected. The way it landed…it seemed like it splintered any thought she was holding onto, until only two words stuck.
“I…can’t.”
Some blood returned to his hands. “Why?”
"Because I love you." She said with unexpected fire behind the words. "I love you and…damn it…I don’t know if it's enough. I don’t know what we need to make it enough.”
"That's not—"
"Do you know what else Amit said? After his fourth martini I might add. He said his first marriage failed because they loved each other but didn't like each other.”
"They aren’t us,” he said, “What do you want?"
She didn’t stop to think. She’d do that out loud.
"I don’t know. Time. I guess. I want more time. To figure this out. To get better at this."
"We've had time, haven’t we?"
"Not enough."
"How much would be enough?"
She turned to him, eyes red, looking more real than she had in months. "I don't know. Years, maybe. Decades. Christ. The rest of my life."
The rest of my life. 
Roman sat, the air caught between his teeth.
When the last of the words were out. She gave in. Her head was buried in his shoulder, and he could smell her shampoo underneath the wine. The original one she'd used when he met her. 
She was quiet for so long he thought she'd fallen asleep. Then, "I'm going to throw up."
She barely made it to the bathroom. He held her hair back. Still long. Still the rich burnt red. Still the thing he'd notice first in a crowd. Still one of the things that made him fall in love with her.
She threw up wine and whatever she’d eaten that didn’t look like a steak. As if her body was rejecting the evening's attempts at sophistication.
The scene unfolded like something he’d already lived…the realization left him cold.
"I'm sorry," she said between heaves.
"It's okay."
"Not about this. About…everything. About not being what you need."
"You are all that I need."
"No, I'm what you want."
When she was done, he gave her water, his toothbrush, and a long t-shirt. She changed in the bathroom with the door closed. 
She buried herself in him, speaking softly, soberly. "I can't do this anymore, but I can't stop either."
"I want you to stay,” he said.
She nodded into his chest.
They went to the bedroom and lay apart. Not far, but not quite touching either. When the lights were out Roman could hear her crying, soft but persistent.
He moved closer to her and held her carefully. She turned, wrapped her legs around his waist and arms around his neck. The warm tears streaming down his upper back. 
“I love you…I can’t…” her words coming through broken and muffled. “I can’t stop--” cut off by a soft whimper. 
He held her until she stopped shaking. Until she exhausted herself into a deep sleep.
[bookmark: _wcytm9y61c14]Chapter 182
The restaurant in Yorkville, Sofia, was the kind of place that served twenty dollar pancakes with a grape compote and called them gourmet. Elizabeth arrived uncharacteristically late.
It was a planning session for Shelly’s wedding and the other bridesmaids were already deep into their second round of mimosas. Sydney, apparently from Shelly's pilates class, was showing everyone her new engagement ring. Elizabeth thought it looked heavy. Katrina, a university friend from Vancouver, was celebrating her recent promotion at the bank. 
Elizabeth ordered a mimosa, which she would hold to fit in, and the smoked salmon eggs benedict. Anything to avoid unnecessary attention. 
Halfway through her eggs Benedict…the hollandaise had separated.
They were now discussing bachelorette parties. Scottsdale was proposed, rejected, re-proposed. Montreal was too cold for the season. Miami and Vegas were too obvious. Everyone had opinions. 
Elizabeth sat there, thinking about calling Roman. Something simple. 
How's your day? 
But what was the point? His day was probably like every other day. 
Katrina was now showing everyone inspiration photos for hair. Up or down? Classic or modern? 
Who cares…
"I’m sorry, I have to go," Elizabeth said suddenly, standing.
"But we haven't discussed the shower," Katrina protested.
"I'm sorry. I just remembered I have...something."
She left money on the table and walked out. The city felt oppressive. 
She drove “home”. Her apartment. She looked at all the books in their discrete piles. 
Everything had a home. Almost.
[bookmark: _12734li8jcxa]Chapter 183 (Mid-June ‘93)
This time Roman chose the restaurant. Well, kind of. It was Maria’s choice initially, but he liked it, so he chose it again. The same Italian place on College where they'd done the triple date. Cello Cello. 
He got there first and was waiting outside cutting a slight silhouette in his charcoal grey suit, no tie, and oxford tip dress shoes. The ones with the scuffs on the toe that Elizabeth pointed out last week. He had skipped lunch today to get them shined.
Cello Cello was kind of special to him. It was the first time Roman and Elizabeth had been out again around their friends as a couple after New York. When they had all the time in the world to find each other again. 
He'd made the reservation two weeks ago, a gesture toward normalcy. 
A part of him wanted that. Another part wanted something tectonic, earth moving. Something that would shake the very ground beneath their feet so that it could settle into a stronger foundation.
He’d always known, but New York made it undeniable: Wanting for love was never going to be their problem. 
It was time. More time. 
Why did I ask how much would be enough? This was Elizabeth. My Elizabeth. 
He knew the answer.
I don’t know. Years, maybe. Decades. The rest of my life.
The rest of my life. 
His hand dropped to his jacket pocket, fingers cradling the soft leather ring case inside.
[bookmark: _iqklfjnghi8]#
Elizabeth left from work a bit later than she expected, but still got there ten minutes early by taking the subway instead of walking. She wouldn’t be late. That was happening too often.
She took long strides on the north side of the sidewalk. The artificial wind she created had the effect of making her hair fan out behind her like some sort of small cape. She checked her left wrist to confirm the time for the fourth time in ten minutes and held up a small makeup mirror with her right hand. She dodged past some slow walkers and found herself staring into her own eyes. It unsettled her. She wondered if the amount of makeup she had on made it seem like she was trying too hard.
She spotted him when she was about fifty meters away. His back was turned and she could make out his black hair falling messily over his suit jacket collar. 
Even from the back he was handsome. 
She had been replaying the Harbour 60 night over and over in the week since. She was drunk, yes, but some things she said were cruel. Others, simply true. 
…sometimes it was hard to separate the two. 
Harder when exhausted. Harder when confused. Harder when you’ve emotionally surrendered. Harder when love hurts.
She remembered the next morning more clearly. Still. Polite, but not emotionless. Like two canoes gliding past each other on a calm lake.
Maybe that was what they needed. Maybe the flames of that night burned things enough to let them start anew. Like their own personal phoenix.
Maybe he thought so too…
[bookmark: _1g6nnwenbm6]#
The hostess seated them in the corner booth. The menu hadn't changed, but this time there was a live performance. A blonde woman playing the cello softly on a small raised stage.
When the hostess came around, Roman ordered drinks for the both of them. The same wine they'd had that first time, a Niagara red that had been surprisingly smooth. They had joked then that they finally understood how some people could have a bottle a night.
Roman looked up at her and smiled.
"This is nice," Elizabeth said.
They looked at their menus with concentration, and exchanged small, safe observations about the dishes. The waiter appeared, young and enthusiastic. He was tall, gangly and balding prematurely.
"Good evening folks, my name is Justin. I’ll be your server this evening. Have y’all been here before?" A slight southern drawl came through.
"Uh…yes, but we will need a minute," Roman said, though they both knew what they'd order. He wanted to take her temperature. He urged his hand from resting on his pocket.
The couple at the next table was clearly on a first date. Elizabeth and Roman both noticed.
"So, how was work?" Elizabeth asked.
"Yea, fine. Not too bad, other than Vernon still being Vernon."
"There are few certainties in this world. Death. Taxes. Vernon."
Roman smiled. She seemed warm.
“Yea, he said something about staffing me on the Singapore project. We ran the numbers on it like a year ago and it didn’t seem feasible. But, I guess something changed.”
"Oh, that’s good,” Elizabeth guessed.
"Is it?"
She looked up from her menu. "Isn't it?"
"Well, I mean, it could have me there for three months. Maybe four."
"Oh, I, uh, didn’t know that," she said.
He didn’t look up from the menu. “Yea...” 
She began with a soft, gentle voice. “Well, when would it start?” 
"September, probably."
"That's..." She calculated. "That's soon."
Seventy-eight days.
"Yes, but, I haven't said yes yet."
"But you want to?"
"I don't know what I want yet...do you want me to?"
"Do--"
Justin, the waiter, interrupted with the bottle of wine. Elizabeth tasted it and he poured. The bald spot on his head reflected the light when he bent over. Roman covered his glass to make sure he poured for her first. He wasn’t sure if she noticed. 
Then, the food. Carbonara for her, margherita pizza for him. Fried calamari to start. When he left, the silence that followed had some weight to it.
They stared at each other across the candlelight. This was Roman’s favourite way to see her. Warm light in her eyes, colouring the clover green, a slight gold. Shadows forming under her cheekbones and around her jawline, accentuating her delicate, but defined features.
The rest of my life. 
A serene smile formed, the most natural feeling in the world.
“What are you grinning about?” Elizabeth chided playfully.
“Wouldn’t you like to know…” 
[bookmark: _e4orumg3nkz7]#
The food arrived. They ate quickly, the sound of her cutlery filling the quiet between them. Every time her fork scraped the bowl, Elizabeth winced.
"You know I love you," Roman said suddenly. Casual. Mouth still half full of pizza.
She stopped mid-bite, a piece of cured pork cheek falling off her fork. Why the words landed so heavily, she couldn’t place. Her eyes stung.
"I know.” she said. Trying to force casualness into her voice. Really, it was all she could manage.
"You're not going to say it back?" Roman winked.
"I love you too." A tear slipped free before she could stop it.
[bookmark: _p5po7xyupin3]#
The first-date couple asked for dessert menus. The waiter brought them something with a scoop of ice cream next to it. It looked like flourless chocolate cake. The man plucked the decorative wafer off the plate and snapped it in two to share with the woman.
The waiter appeared again. "Any dessert tonight?"
"Just the check," Roman said, then looked back at Elizabeth. “I was thinking we could get something sweet at that winebar you like, Destiny. Today is its last day of operation before it gets demoed and the land gets redeveloped”
[bookmark: _xonp7xo24mzm]#
They were up and moving. The carbonara was indulgent, though a touch too rich for her taste. It sat like a five pound weight and she was beginning to feel sick. 
Her day before that had been particularly hectic. Demanding clients, and one forensic audit target who set her up in a windowless room with no AC to try and get her to quit. That had just lit a fire under her to work twice as hard to find whatever they were hiding. As a result, she was a bit overextended and just wanted to go home and lay her head on Roman’s chest.
It could have been work. But maybe part of it was that her and Roman seemed to be connecting again. The thought filled her with warmth. And questions. 
Does relief make you sleepy? Or was that oxytocin?
It didn’t matter. Despite the nausea and fatigue she didn’t want the night to end, especially if Roman had more planned for them. Especially at the winebar they had their first proper date at.
She would go wherever he would go. 
I can’t stop you. Because I love you.
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Outside, College Street was alive with summer. The patios were full and people spilled onto sidewalks. They walked for a while East towards Bathurst, then Elizabeth stopped and put her hand over his wrist.
"I just…need a minute," Elizabeth said suddenly.
"Oh, ok sure. Are you ok?"
"Yea, I just…well, no, I'm-I feel sick. Maybe the pasta or the calamari. I don’t know."
Roman guided her away from the edge of the sidewalk, letting some people pass.
“We can just sit for a minute,” he said, gently making large circles on her back with his palm. They gestured to a concrete divider.
She nodded and squeezed his other hand. Roman angled his body away from her protecting the small box in his jacket pocket.
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“Ok, it’s fine, I think it's going to pass.” She said, starting to get up. “Let’s not let this ruin our night.”
“Liz, this isn’t ruining anything…and we have all the time in the world” His voice held a strange confidence.
Then why are you pulling away from me? She thought.
“No seriously, I’m fi--” Elizabeth started, then vomited peas, pasta, and red wine all over the sidewalk and Roman’s newly shined shoes.
“Oh my god, I…I’m sor--” she tried to get out, before vomiting again, mostly liquid this time.
“Don’t try to talk, it’s ok, just breathe.” Roman said, voice still even.
Elizabeth nodded. Threw up once more, still liquid, but less than the last time.
Roman was still rubbing her back. She was still squeezing his hand.
“I’m calling a cab back to mine,” he whispered, “is that ok?”
Elizabeth dabbed her mouth with a paper napkin she had in her pocket from lunch. “Yes.” She managed quietly. “And I’m sorry about your shoes”
“I didn’t like them much anyway” he winked. “I’m going to pop in to the convenience store and borrow their phone, I’ll be right back”
[bookmark: _q6b8fupy7swk]#
Roman turned his back to her and pulled his jacket together to button it. 
From this angle she won’t see any protrusion from my pocket. 
He made off with quick, long strides towards the convenience store twenty meters away on the corner.
When he was shielded by a lamp post, he discreetly brushed his shoes through a patch of grass and weeds to get some of the vomit off.
It was true. He didn’t much care for those shoes, he had only shined them so that Elizabeth would notice. He wasn’t sure if she did, but it didn’t matter now.
Inside he bought two blue Gatorades and a Kitkat bar. Just before paying he asked to use the phone. The cashier begrudgingly obliged. 
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Elizabeth’s head was spinning and tasted sour pennies. The last time she remembered feeling like this was the night. It was colder then. But she was colder then too.
Roman was on his way back, holding something with a congenial smile. He half jogged the last ten meters to her.
“How are you feeling? I bought you a chocolate bar and some electrolytes. I know you probably don’t feel like eating now, but you may want them la--”
She interrupted him with a hand on his forearm. “Thank you Rome. I love you”
His face lit up and he smiled easily. “I love you more.”
She looped her arm around his and inched closer as he sat. 
“Not possible”
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Fifteen minutes later the cab arrived and Roman helped Elizabeth inside. He secured her seatbelt, then his own before telling the driver his address. He added, "Please drive smooth, even if it takes longer”.
They rode in silence for the first minute or two before she interlocked her fingers in his. 
“Sorry for ruining the plans,” she said.
Roman didn’t say anything for ten seconds then chuckled softly and smiled. This unsettled her. After months of fighting she couldn’t read him like she used to.
“I really am,” she said quickly, panicking. Just trying to fill the silence. Desperate to keep their positive momentum.
 “You said it was the last night it was open and I would have loved to go! I promise, this just came out of-”
He kissed her deeply.
When he pulled away, Elizabeth was stunned silent. She couldn’t even feel self conscious about being kissed after vomiting.
He squeezed her hand gently and looked at her with a mix of tenderness and warmth. “It really doesn’t matter.”
“But there won’t be time to go again before it closes…” her head still swimming.
He smiled wider this time, adjusted something in his pocket, and pressed his forehead into hers. 
“Baby, we have all the time in the world.”
[bookmark: _1hc4495r6vny]Chapter 184 (late June ‘93)
Waking up on Sunday, it had been longer than Elizabeth could remember that spending three nights in a row at Roman’s had felt so natural.
It was partly her own fault, she knew. She was reluctant to leave any meaningful amount of clothing there outside of sweatpants and pajamas. Now she was home, embarrassed that she ran out of underwear. Wearing his would do for only so long. Some things a woman needed that a man did not…it was the end of the month.
Wait. It’s the end of the month.
Elizabeth stopped what she was doing. Folding and re-folding her underwear. 
It’s the end of the month and…
She scrunched up one of them into a ball and squeezed it as the realization had hit her.
She was late.
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Don’t panic. Don’t panic. You don’t know anything for sure.
Her brain tried to soothe her, but her body had sped up to help her dissipate the extra nervous energy.
Just keep doing what you said you would do. Pack. Pack your bag. Get a taxi. Back to Rome’s. Yes. Back to Rome’s. 
Three pairs of underwear. No four. No back to three, made their way into her overnight bag. Three pairs of socks. Two old shirts. One pair of jeans, dark wash.
Toiletries now. Toothbrush, floss picks, retainer, anti-persperant. She glanced at the box of feminine products, then glanced away just as quickly. 
Pack them. You might need them.
‘Might’ need them. She prayed to everything she did and did not believe in that she would. 
Two weeks.
How had she not noticed? When had she been so careless?
She zipped up her bag, picked it up by the handheld straps, shoulder strap hanging down underneath forcing her to lift it higher than she would have naturally to keep it off the ground. She closed the door behind her and locked it. She forgot to turn off the lights.
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Elizabeth took a taxi straight to Roman’s apartment, not giving herself the time or space to think about what she had put together less than an hour before.
The apartment still smelled like the Thai food they'd ordered. She hadn’t eaten any. She was still nauseous.
She heard him in the kitchen, running water. Cleaning out the containers that he had eaten. He had a funny habit of keeping them for ‘later’, though when questioned he couldn’t exactly explain why.
“Liz? That you?” His voice raised to be heard clearly over the sink.
“I’m late.” 
“Huh?” He shut off the water. “Sorry, I didn’t hear you, you’re what?”
“I’m late.” She repeated.
“What are you talking about?” he said laughing, “I wasn’t timing you or anything”
“No. Roman. I’m late.” Words crisp and clear. 
She'd meant to lead up to it. Build context. Soften her expressions. But the words just fell out like water from a broken glass.
“You said that already haha, what are you trying to---”
It dawned on him mid-sentence. He froze briefly, then set down the glass he was washing. Carefully. She watched the processing delay, observed the moment that understanding arrived all at once.
Did I do that on purpose? Am I trying to scare him? I can’t tell anymore. 
He moved slowly to the couch and sat. The painting from St. Lawrence Market hung across from him. From Elizabeth’s angle, in this light, the gold streak looked like a wound.
He moved a blanket off the cushion next to him and she sat. Their knees grazed for a moment. 
"How l-late?" Roman asked, his voice breaking on the second word. His hands were opening and closing on the blanket he had moved.
"Two weeks."
Two weeks of blissful ignorance. 
"Elizabeth."
I promise, I told you as soon as I realized. I promise.
Her name, but right now, more. Their entire history. Every fight, every kiss. Every moment they had almost been enough. Every moment that they were.
"I know."
Montreal. The consequences of using their bodies to avoid using their words.
"Have you..."
He couldn’t finish the sentence. Perhaps the word 'test' was too definitive. 
"No…not yet."
Roman stood, walked to the window. The city spread out below them, all those lights in all those windows, all those people with problems that probably made more sense.
"Would it be..." He half-turned back to her. She noticed his hand go to his pocket, something habitual about the gesture. "Would it be the worst thing?"
The worst thing. As if they had a ranking. As if anything could be… 
She looked at him then. His expression softened into something boyish, stripped of all his practiced certainty. He could’ve been the same man from their first walk together.
"I, uh-” she began and ended the same way three times. Nothing would come out. She was choking on her crutch words.
Christ. Why can’t I talk? What would I even say?
Like the hospital she wanted to grab Roman by the shoulders and shake him. But this time, she wanted to scream into his face that she didn’t know. For once in her life she didn’t know.
On the ride over she had run the scenarios. 
Version one: the baby gives us purpose, makes us a family. 
Version two: the baby watches us fall apart. 
Version three to infinity: variations on a theme of trying and failing with higher stakes.
…she was suddenly hyperaware that she hadn’t spoken in two minutes. 
Roman started again.
"Maybe it’s a blessing…” 
A blessing!?
“Maybe it would…make it…make more sense?" This time actually a question. 
No, not a question. A wish. A desire. A longing.
His words reached across the room for her. Palms up. She wanted to swat them away.
Or maybe it would just give us someone else to fail.
But she didn’t say that. Just opened her mouth, then closed it.
I love you.
Roman crossed back to her, sat on the coffee table facing her. 
"We should—"
No we shouldn’t. I love you but I can’t. Not now.
"I can't do this tonight." She stood abruptly. "I need to think."
Christ.
"Alone?"
Please.
"Don't."
There. The hurt in his eyes. 
I’m so sorry.
She grabbed her purse, headed for the door. Roman followed.
"Elizabeth—"
Please just let me go. I’ll come back.
"I'll call you."
"When?"
I’ll come back.
"When I know something."
"You already know something. You're two weeks la--."
I have to go. I’m sorry. I have to go.
She shut the door behind her and ran to the elevator. Someone was getting out on Roman’s floor. She didn’t have to wait. 
A taxi was idling as if waiting for her as soon as she left his building. No movement was wasted between that point and her couch at home.
She sat until it was late enough that it was no longer a matter of opinion. Handset off the mount. Firmly in hand. Numbers in her head. His.
But she didn’t call.
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Roman stood at the kitchen sink, cleaning out the Thai containers. He'd keep these ones. They were the good kind. Thick plastic, tight lids.
The water was too hot. His hands were turning red but he kept scrubbing. Green curry came off easier than pad thai. The noodles always stuck.
He heard the door open. Or at least he thought he did.
"Liz? That you?" 
Then something muffled.
"Huh?" He shut off the water, hands still dripping. "Sorry, I didn't hear you, you're what?"
"I'm late." 
She was standing by the couch. Still beautiful in that exhausted way she'd been lately.
Late? 
"What are you talking about?" He laughed. "I wasn't timing you or anything."
"No. Roman. I'm late."
Her voice was too even…
Late.
Oh.
Oh fuck.
The glass in his hand suddenly weighed too much. He set it down like it might shatter if he breathed wrong.
His legs moved him on autopilot. The couch.
The painting overshadowed them. That goddamn painting. Dawn or destruction. 
"How late?" His voice cracked like he was sixteen again, asking his crush to winter formal.
"Two weeks."
Two weeks.
Had she known for two weeks? Fourteen days of carrying this around. Two weeks of me not knowing while she—
He noticed his hands were doing that thing. Opening and closing. He couldn't stop them.
"Elizabeth."
Her name, but it brought out everything. The market. The bookstore. The green scarf. The first breakup. The second chance. Montreal. The ring in his pocket that had been burning a hole for three weeks.
Her hair on the hotel pillow. The wine on her breath.
"I know."
She knew? Wait, what did she know?
No, of course she knew. She knew what he was thinking because she'd been doing the math too. That desperate night when they'd gotten drunk and fucked like it would fix something. When they'd been careless. When neither of them had mentioned it after.
"Have you..."
Taken a test. Why couldn't I say it? Just say the fucking words.
"No... not yet."
Schrödinger's pregnancy. Parents and not parents. Saved and not saved. Fucked and fine.
Roman had to move. 
When had my eyes gotten wet?
Christ. A baby? Now!? It was always part of my plan, but…
He didn’t know what to do with his hands.
But maybe…
"Would it be..."
He angled his body to her. His hand went to his pocket. The ring box. Still there. Had been there all through the dinner. All through the week. The right moment that just never came.
"Would it be the worst thing?"
Please say no. Please say this is a sign. Please say you changed your---
His thoughts caught short. She was looking at him. He could actually see her disappear inside herself.
Where did you go?
"I, uh-" She started. Stopped. Started again. Nothing came.
His wishes became simpler now.
Just say something. Anything. 
She was drowning in front of him. The woman who always had a plan, suddenly had nothing.
He was desperate to throw her a life preserver. Something that would make her feel less…he didn’t know. Alone? Scared? Was he projecting? No.
"Maybe it's a blessing..."
The words came out like a question even though he'd meant them as a statement. But mainly he wanted to show he would be there for her.
"Maybe it would... make it... make more sense?"
This time not a question. A prayer.
Make us enough. Make us whole.
Her mouth moved and hands were shaking.
Roman crossed back to her. Sat across from her.
Reach for her. Show her you are reaching for her. Show her she is everything.
"We should—"
She stood abruptly. "I can't do this tonight." 
No. Please.
The walls came slamming down. 
"I need to think."
Be with me. Please.
"Alone?"
He didn’t care what he showed. How pathetic and sad he must look.
Please don’t process me out of this.
"Don't."
The word tore through him like a high caliber bullet.
She grabbed her purse. That expensive one from her mother. 
"Elizabeth—"
I love you. 
Don’t go.
"I'll call you."
Don’t go.
"When?"
Don’t go.
"When I know something."
I love you. Please don’t go.
"You already know something. You're two weeks la—"
We were supposed to have time. I have a rin--
The door shut. Firm and final. On his words and thoughts.
Roman stood there. Still. Staring. Waiting for her to come back. For her to realize they should do this together. To realize that ‘separate’ was the problem. That ‘separate’ had always been the problem.
She's not coming back.
He moved quickly to the window. Watched for her to exit the building. 
There. The flash of green moving fast toward the street. No. Toward a cab. She’s in it. Already leaving. Already gone.
His hand was still in his pocket. Still on the box. Waiting for the perfect moment.
Now she might be pregnant. Now everything was different. Now the ring meant something else. 
He picked up the phone. Started dialing. What would he say?
Please come back.
No.
We should talk about this together.
No.
I love you.
No.
I have a ring in my pocket.
No.
The Thai smell made him nauseous. It didn’t when she was here.
Two weeks late.
A baby. No. Our baby.
He went to the bathroom. Stared at himself in the mirror. He saw his father. He saw his mother in the hospice facility. He saw the same exhausted confusion. 
He pulled out the ring box. Opened it.
What if she's pregnant? What if she's not? What if she says yes to the ring because of the baby? What if she says no because of the baby? What if we keep the baby? What if we don't? What if—
His phone rang. His heart hammered. She must have realized. He should have screened the call.
No. It was Roger. “You good? Jocelyn wants to know about Sunday dinner.”
Not Elizabeth. Of course not Elizabeth. 
He went back to the living room. Sat next to where she'd been sitting. He put his hand on it like he could absorb something through the fabric.
The painting again. That gold streak. It looked like lightning. Something breaking. Or with more permanence. Something broken?
Please.
The word echoed in the empty apartment. Please what? He didn't know anymore.
All he knew was that Elizabeth was somewhere else. 
She was somewhere else and he was here, holding a ring.
Two weeks late.
The words kept circling back. Two weeks late. Their future. Three words. 
Roman stayed on the couch until 3 AM, one hand on the place she sat, ring box in the other, waiting for something to make sense. Waiting for the phone to ring.
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She'd woken up at 5:47 AM. Anxiety worked better than any alarm clock. But she didn’t move. Or couldn’t. She wasn’t sure which and it scared her to try. An hour passed, staring at the peonies painting on her wall. Roman’s voice. A year ago, maybe.
Grace, femininity, affection. Gratitude.
Her own voice.
Gratitude?
His.
Gratitude. Me for you.
When they had the time for it. When “late” meant for dinner, not…
Last night felt like a bad dream. She had slept on the couch, her hair greasy, a tangled mess. She put it in a high bun and zipped up a violet hoodie, hugging herself. She didn’t close the window by her reading nook last night. She didn’t do a lot of things.
Emotional avolition. The clinical term felt safer.
She made coffee. Then realized that she shouldn’t be drinking coffee if…
If…
The cup was still warm when she poured it down the sink. She watched the dark swirl disappear. She was jealous of coffee.
She changed out of her sweatpants into a pair of high-waisted light wash jeans. She grabbed whatever she could remember she needed for life outside her apartment and left with a small purse and tortoiseshell pattern raybans. Black mary janes, on foot.
The sunglasses stayed on from the moment she closed her door, despite her taking the stairs. The elevator would have meant standing still. Each one of her steps echoed in the stairwell.
Step. Two. Step. Weeks.
Elizabeth bought four pregnancy tests from two different twenty-four hour pharmacies. They were half a kilometre from each other. At her pace it only took her thirteen minutes from start to finish. Something about it felt to her like a dispersal of evidence. Like she was living in one of the murder mystery books Roman bought her.
Except now, she was only hiding things from herself. Why four tests? One might be wrong. Two might be coincidences. Three could still be an error. But Four. Four was…punishment. Punishment by certainty.
She wasted no time getting back to her apartment.
When she walked through the door she pulled the boxes from the plastic bag and let it flutter aloofly to the kitchen floor. She went to the bathroom and set them up like a small jury. Tallest in the back, shortest in the front. Judge, jury, executioner. The life she had planned on trial. The one where there was time to learn how to love each other. To live for herself. At least for a while.
One digital. One traditional. One expensive. One generic.
Because apparently the truth is price-point dependent.
7:15AM
She walked to the kitchen. 
7:18AM
Back to the bathroom. 
7:22AM
She stood in the doorway between the two rooms, equidistant from the smell of used coffee grounds and consequences.
Her machine was flashing. A message from Roman.
“Hey, I’m sorry about how we left things. I’m thinking about you. I took the day off so I could stay at home. I’m here for you.”
7:42AM
Still next to the machine.
“Just let me know you’re okay.”
He was probably awake at the same time last night. Probably staring at his ceiling, probably wondering if she'd taken the test yet. They'd developed a telepathy of insomnia, both awake at the wrong hours but in different places. Synchronized swimmers in separate pools.
At 7:51AM, she took the first test. The expensive one, digital, the kind that would spell it out in words rather than lines. The precise nature almost comforted her. Three minutes, the box said. Three minutes.
She sat on the bathroom floor, back against the tub. The bathroom needed cleaning. There was a water stain on the ceiling that looked like Denmark if you squinted. The grout between the tiles was the wrong color. Too dark, like someone had tried to hide dirt rather than clean it. She should get that new spin mop and block off an afternoon on the weekend…come to think of it, she should see if she can rent a steam cleaner…
The test beeped. She didn’t look, just picked it up and put it back in the box. Her fingers brushed the result window. She jerked them back like it burned.
Not now.
She took the second test immediately. Then the third. Then the fourth. Her hands were shaking so badly she almost dropped it in the toilet. That would be easier. Oops. Dropped. Lost. No answer. But her hands betrayed her, holding on tight.
The process was the same each time. Back in the box. 
She sat back on the floor, four tests in four boxes arranged in front of her like the evidence that it was.
Of a crime? Or a miracle? Or just a fact? A fact that would make a whole life of careful planning and sacrifice for her siblings irrelevant.
Her first thought was of her mother. 
She would be happy. Right? 
Her second was of her first two kids…her brother and sister. Potential aunt and uncle.
All of a sudden she felt cold, her stomach dropped. She vomited into the toilet.
Her third thought was that she thought about her mother and her siblings instead of the man that may or may not be the father. The one who was sitting in his apartment, waiting. 
She called in sick to work, something she'd done exactly twice since starting. She walked to Trinity Bellwoods and sat on a bench. Not their bench, a different one.
Dog walkers passed. Joggers. A woman doing tai chi. A mother pushing a baby in a stroller. No father. Alone.
She wouldn’t call Roman. Not yet. She needed to think, to process, to understand what she felt before trying to manage what he felt. She was blocked by his voice in her head.
This was exactly the behavior he talked about. The processing in private, the emotional preparation, the ‘treating of feelings like briefs that needed drafting’. But it was her. He complained about a part of who she was. And now that part could be carrying his child. Ha!
Christ.
At 3 PM, she was still on the bench. At 4 PM she was back in her apartment watching the red light of her answering machine flash in its steady rhythm. She didn’t bother listening to any of the messages, just scooped the tests into the plastic bag and left her apartment lights on again.
His apartment had the better couch for difficult conversations. Her apartment would feel even smaller with the news that sat within the boxes in it. She'd already contaminated her bathroom with four tests worth of truth she couldn’t face. That she needed Roman to see first. That she needed him to make real.
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She arrived without warning. Just the key in the lock, then her standing there with a plastic bag. His mind was on the last few messages he left, pleading for her to come over. The last one, simply “please.”
"Hi," she said at the door, formal.
"Hi, thanks for coming."
She looked tired, but still stunning. Hair in a bun that had given up. A violet hoodie with a hole in the sleeve. No makeup. Raw. The look he’d learned to associate with extreme studying.
Beautiful. Always beautiful even when she stops trying.
She walked past him, stopped at the flowers. "Peonies..." He had used the time apart worrying…and buying her flowers. He just hoped they weren’t proof that dying things can look romantic for a few days.
"I remembered."
"You always remember."
Like remembering was part of the problem. Like caring too much was as bad as caring too little.
She sat on the couch, pulled her legs up under her, then put them back down. He negotiated where to sit. Across from her or beside her. Beside her. The bag between them crinkled. Four boxes inside, he could tell from the shape.
"So,” he said.
"So."
"Did you—"
"Yes."
"And?"
She pushed the bag toward him. His hand hovered over it. Shoppers.
There was a Rexall closer. She walked two blocks to go to one where she wouldn’t be recognized.
"Can I look?"
"I haven't yet."
Back to Shrodinger’s pregnancy. Waiting for me to collapse the wave function. 
His eyes met hers. "Why?"
Stupid question. Because she’s fucking terrified. Because she’s trying. Because she doesn't want to do this alone.
She shrugged. He nodded, almost apologetically. The bag crinkled again. A mystery about to collapse into reality.
He raised his eyebrows. His way of asking permission. She nodded.
Christ.
He pulled out the digital test and stared at it. A small screen for a large answer.
Pregnant. Small, clinical, absolute.
The room reorganized itself. The painting…that gold streak.
Fifteen seconds passed. He knew she was counting. She always counted when nervous.
"Roman?"
"I'm here. I'm just..."
Just what? How the hell do I finish this sentence?
“What. You’re just what.”
His mouth opened. Nothing came out. The test felt so heavy. He turned it face down again.
She tore it from his hands.
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She didn't have to turn it over. Roman was looking at her. His eyes. The place that the future arrived. She watched him understand without words.
He saw her see it. He needed only acknowledge it.
"What do you want to do?" he asked, barely above a whisper.
That wasn’t his question. His real question: Do you want us? Do you want this? Do you want to try?
"I…I don't know."
"Liz…” he said, rubbing her hand with his. She wrapped her fingers around his thumb. “You do. I know you do. Please tell me." His thumb traced circles on her palm. The same gesture from their fourth date. From every moment that mattered.
Christ. He’s right. 
She grabbed his hand with her other now and kissed it. When she looked at him then, she saw a partner. An ally.
Us. Finally Us.
"Well, I'm Catholic…" she began, then cut herself off.
Stop. That's not why. That's the excuse, not the reason. Just tell him.
"Roman, I want to keep it." she said quietly. Months of held breath allowed to escape.
He started to open his mouth.
Not yet. Me first. Please.
She continued. Her words had momentum now.
"I want this baby. I want this to be what saves us from ourselves…"
Why did it take me so long to realize…
"I want this baby. I want you. I want more. I want it all." Her eyes were wet with tears. Her smile felt foreign on her face.
"Roman. I want us. Forever. This baby is…us."
Us. You and me. A place for us to share.
The words hung there for a few seconds.
His face changed slowly. Fear first. She knew his expressions. Had seen it enough. Then hope, tentative as morning light. Then certainty. 
Relief came over her.
Roman pulled her into him. Her head against his chest. She could hear his heartbeat. Rapid and steady. His arms held her tight.
"A baby," he whispered into her hair. "Our baby."
"Our baby." she repeated. "Us."
I to we to us. 
He pulled back to look at her. His hand went to her stomach. Still flat. 
The last part of me that’s mine.
"If it was Montreal, that would be six weeks. The size of a lentil." Elizabeth said.
Roman laughed softly. "A lentil. Our little lentil."
His hand stayed on her stomach. Gentle. Reverent. Like he was already protecting something. Like he'd prepared for this moment his whole life.
Maybe he has. 
"You know what this means?" he asked.
"What?"
"We need to be somewhere big enough for three."
She went rigid, then softened. 
"Well, yours may be more comfortable, but mine matches the rug"
He looked confused. "But…we don't have a rug…"
"Well my baby isn't going to be crawling on hardwood"
His face lit up. It was settled.
That easy. Months of negotiating, solved by a lentil.
"Pff our baby might just skip that step entirely"
Our baby.
The words were like perfectly fitted jeans. Words that had been too big, too small, now exactly right.
Our baby.
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The two of them went down to street level for dinner. Roman got sushi, a few rolls from the Japanese restaurant next door. Elizabeth got Thai chicken skewers with sticky coconut rice from a place across the street. They paid quickly and raced back upstairs, desperate to keep the moment theirs. The outside world could wait. Had to wait. The apartment was their bubble where everything was possible. Nothing else mattered or existed outside it.
They sat on the couch and began eating. The food tasted different. Brighter. Pregnant taste buds? Or just happiness?
"I've been so scared," Roman said suddenly, between bites of a spicy salmon roll.
She watched him struggle with the words. Roman, who felt everything but rarely named it so plainly.
"That we were breaking. That we couldn't figure it out. That I was losing you slowly."
Elizabeth put her chopsticks down. 
We were. We couldn’t. You were.
The words she'd been holding for months rose up. She said two others.
"Me too."
She felt her face sink with the gravity of the admission, but at the same time, something else heavy left. Something that needed to go. 
How did I just…like it was so obvious…
"But this... maybe this is why. Maybe we were struggling because…"
She looked at his face. 
Relief? No, that was the base, there was more. Joy. Love. Hope.
“…we were supposed to be three. Maybe…what we were…was too big for just two people…”
He looked like he’d been holding his breath for months and could finally exhale.
I love you. I’m so sorry for how it was. How we were. 
"We're going to be parents," she said, testing the words.
"We're going to be terrible at it."
"The worst."
They were both laughing. The kind that comes when months of tension suddenly has somewhere to go. A direction. Forward. Finally forward.
When they finished eating, Roman stood, pulled her up with him. "We need to celebrate."
"It's nearly midnight."
"So?"
"I can't drink."
"Neither will I. For solidarity."
"For nine months?"
"Eight months. Seven and a half, really. You can explain to George why." He winked.
George would cry. Maria would scream.
He was already in the kitchen, pulling out sparkling apple cider. "Leftover from New Years. I have a Muslim neighbour who doesn't drink."
He poured two glasses, handed her one. They stood in his kitchen. Their kitchen. The decision made without discussion.
"To you," Roman said.
No…
"To us."
"To us," he agreed.
They clinked glasses. The cider was too sweet, perfect in its imperfection.
She watched his hand travel to his pocket. That gesture she'd been tracking for weeks.
He pulled out a ring box. Set it on the counter between them.
"I bought this a while ago. Before I knew. I've been carrying it around like a…”
Don’t say idiot. Don’t talk about him like that.
“...I’ve been carrying it around, waiting for the perfect moment."
"There's no such thing as a perfect moment."
"I know that now."
He opened the box. The diamond was simple, classic, exactly what she would have chosen. 
How did he know? No stop, of course he knew. It’s Roman.
"This isn't because you're pregnant. This is because I've been wanting to ask you for months but we haven't always been…"
I know, you don’t have to…
"Roman—"
"You don't have to answer now. Or tomorrow. Or next week. I want us to have time. The rest of our lives."
The rest of our lives.
She stared at the ring. At him. At the tests still on the coffee table. At the painting behind them. The gold streak that suddenly and certainly was dawn. 
Had always been dawn. 
Their anniversary dinner. The cab ride home. Him squeezing her hand. Being there. 
“Baby, we have all the time in the world.”
I love you. Let’s not rush this.
"Can I think about it?" she asked.
Roman smiled. "Of course."
It’s perfect.
The words came without planning: "While wearing it?"
He laughed, surprised. "What?"
"You know, can I think about it while wearing the ring? Like a test drive?"
"That's not normally how engagement rings work."
"Nothing about us works the normal way."
Why start now?
He took the ring out, slipped it onto her finger. It fit like a glove.
Of course he would have figured out my ring size.
"It's beautiful," she said.
"You're beautiful. You're beautiful and you're carrying our baby and you're wearing my ring…even if it's just for thinking."
She kissed him. Not desperately, like Montreal. Not carefully, like they'd been doing for months. But real, present, tasting like cider and the rest of their lives.
"We can do this," she said against his mouth. She exhaled softly over his lips.
"We can do this," he agreed.
They stood there in the kitchen, her wearing a ring she hadn't said yes to, but couldn’t say no to either. Him holding her like she might disappear. Both of them hoping for a reason bigger than themselves. And they'd found it. Finally. The size of a lentil.
"I want to stay tonight," she said.
And never leave.
He smiled.
"In our bed," he said.
Our bed.
That night, they lay together, Roman's hand on her still-flat stomach. She could feel his wonder through his palm.
"What if we're actually good at this?" Elizabeth whispered in the dark, excitement making her voice higher.
"At being us."
He paused for just a moment. She felt him considering.
"Then we'll be the luckiest people alive."
She kissed his chest.
We already are.
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Late in the evening Elizabeth stood in the Roman’s kitchen chewing on the cap of a dying sharpie. Something about her looked different to Roman. This wasn’t the girl he had called after the party in Kanata. This was a woman.
A woman, wearing a white tank top underneath medium wash overalls, a red bandana, and chucks. He thought she had never looked better.
There were boxes everywhere. All meticulously and precisely labeled. A stark contrast to whenever he moved. Most of his boxes just had “Stuff” written on it in barely legible pencil.
They had rented a U-Haul truck the weekend after. They agreed not to do the whole move over one weekend. There was no need and it would be less stressful overall. As it was, the most stressful part to boot was Roman backing the truck into a lamppost. Even that was made better by Elizabeth’s snorting, oinking laugh when he insisted that “it would probably buff out.”
"Where should the mugs go?" she asked, holding her collection.
"Wherever you want them."
"But where do yours go?"
"I have like three mugs, Liz."
She looked at his three mismatched mugs. One had the Manchester United team crest, one had a Kinaxis logo, a company created by some of his ex-Mitel buddies, and one was from Roger, a Beatles mug, with the famous photo of the band crossing Abbey road.
"All of them will fit in this cupboard," she decided.
"Hey, we don’t have to keep mine if you want a perfect set."
"Things don’t have to be perfect to be worth having." She winked at him. He feigned offence, dramatically.
“You do whatever you want in there with the rest of the kitchen stuff. I trust you to make the right calls,” his voice trailed off as he walked away into the den.
He was assembling the bookshelf they'd bought from IKEA that morning. The instructions were in Swedish, German, and what might have been English? It didn’t matter because he wasn’t following them. Elizabeth abandoned the plates, pots, and pans to do something that would let her be closer to him.
She followed him into the den and sat on the floor, organizing the books.
"Poetry should go somewhere at eye level, if you’re planning the layout," Roman said without looking up. Bukowski, Hughes, Ginsberg, Eliot, and Scobie were stacked neatly to the right of where he was working. This was something he had given thought.
"Why?"
"Because I know you. You read it when you're emotional, and I don't want you reaching up high when you're eight months pregnant and crying about how tragic it is to be ‘Alone with Everybody’"
She paused the sorting to look at him. Cocking her head gently to one side.
"I love you," she said suddenly.
He looked up, Allen key in hand, surprised. "I love you too."
They worked in comfortable silence. By evening, the apartment looked completely different. It was theirs.
His couch (more comfortable), her coffee table (no water rings). His TV (bigger), her plants (still alive). The painting from St. Lawrence Market centered on the wall.
Roman poured them some sparkling water into the wine glasses she brought over. The ones with the thin stems, of course.
"Well, it took us like twenty years, but we did it," Roman said, surveying the space. "We finally moved in together."
"Yea and it only took us an accidental pregnancy." Elizabeth said
"Hey now, our baby is not accidental."
"Our baby is definitely accidental."
"Our baby is..." Roman paused, hand on her stomach, "serendipitous…and stubborn. Like you."
"I’m was thinking emotional. Like you."
“I’ll show you emotional” he scooped her off her feet and carried her to the couch. He started tickling her until she threatened to pee on him. Then they abandoned their tasks to watch a rerun of the second Terminator movie.
They got three quarters of the way through before they realized they were both nodding off and made the joint decision to call it for the night.
Roman was flossing and Elizabeth was examining her stomach in the mirror.
"Do I look different?" she asked.
He threw his floss out, stood behind her, hands joining hers on her almost flat belly. "You look like you're growing our baby."
"I look like I ate too much pad thai."
"Beautiful. You look beautiful. You always have and always will."
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“How far along?” his demeanor aggressively cheerful for the time it was. 8 AM on a Monday. 
“We’re not entirely sure, we think close to ten weeks” Elizabeth admitted. “But, honestly, we were hoping you could tell us.”
The technician made a soft ‘hmm’ noise under his breath and moved the wand. The screen flickered. He adjusted his glasses and looked like he was concentrating.
"First baby?" he asked abruptly.
"First baby," Roman confirmed, holding Elizabeth's hand.
"There it is. That is your baby."
"Is it... moving?" Roman asked.
"They tend to do that, y'know. Very active baby you've got." 
“Did you hear that Liz? Very acti-- hey, whats wrong?” 
Elizabeth was shaking her head gently, crying. 
“Nothing, nothing. Oh god, I’m sorry…before we knew…I drank wine. A lot.” Roman squeezed her hand tighter. “I thought I might have hurt him.”
Harbour 60.
The tech handed her a tissue, clearly prepared for such a common occurrence, and continued. "Look, the heartbeat is strong. One hundred and sixty-eight beats per minute. Everything looks perfect."
Our baby is perfect.
They left with printouts, book recommendations, and a schedule for check-ins with the OB/GYN. Roman kept glancing over at them at red lights on the drive home.
"Eyes on the road," Elizabeth said.
"Our baby has a nose."
"All babies have noses."
"Not like this nose. Our baby has my nose. But better. Perfect."
She reached over and tapped him on the bridge of his nose, right on the dorsal hump.
“Your nose IS perfect.”
They had taken half days at work, but neither could focus. Their attention kept drifting back to the ultrasound images. And each other. 
That evening, they had dinner with Elizabeth’s parents and his dad. Elizabeth had suggested it. That surprised everyone. Probably her too.
The restaurant was an Indian spot they all enjoyed. Surprisingly, it had a good wine list (for the adults that could drink), and it was quiet enough for conversation while also having enough things to look at it if the dialogue dried up.
Elizabeth’s parents arrived first. Her father, Franklin Cullen, PhD was always punctual… and uncomfortably stoic. 
He gave Roman’s hand a squeeze with his thick mitt-like hand, toughened from years of hobby carpentry and other manly, rugged things. The man was a rugby player in his youth, something easily believable given his six foot frame and thick legs. The hardest thing to believe was that he was a youth. The guy never wore shorts. Even in the summer.
Elizabeth’s mother, Marie, gave him a gentle smile and kissed him on the cheek. She always had a soft spot for him and was ‘just delighted’ to hear that he and Elizabeth were back together.	Comment by Kiran Malik: check
Roman’s dad was a few minutes late, but they hadn’t been seated yet so no one commented on it. He was a little more subdued than usual, but it suited the occasion just fine. Roman wanted to take lead.
The hostess took them to their table in the back and Gulshan, the more seasoned Indian food eater, took the liberty of placing the appetizer orders: Papadum, vegetable pakora, aloo tiki, and kanda bhaji. Roman asked for a pitcher of mango lassi to go alongside.
"So, we have news," Roman said after everyone finished their first course.
"Oh!” her mother exclaimed, putting her hand over her mouth. “You're engaged!" her eyes on her daughter’s ring.
"Well actually--” Roman started, when Elizabeth put her hand on his. They didn’t need to know.
She smiled at him then began in his place. “Actually, that isn’t why we wanted all of you here…”
"We're having a baby," she said.
The table erupted. Elizabeth’s mother screamed, then slapped her father on the arm, then screamed again. Her dad didn’t react, but Roman swore he saw a glint of something in his eyes. Elizabeth squeezed Roman’s hand so hard it hurt. Gulshan sat quietly, smiling from ear to ear.
"When?" Elizabeth's mother managed finally.
"February. Most likely."
"Aww a Winter baby. Our family needs one of those for the calendar." she exclaimed.
Gulshan, eager to get involved, reached over and grabbed Roman’s cheek. “You’ve already got one right here.”
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They ordered the mains: A veritable stack of rotis, three curries, two spicy vegetable side dishes - okra and cauliflower - and a samosa for Elizabeth’s dad who had been asking for one quietly since he sat down. The waiter arrived with trays of various chutneys and yogurt sauces, arranging them between the larger plates. 
Elizabeth excused herself to go to the bathroom. When she came out, she was surprised to find her father waiting in the narrow hallway between the dining room and restrooms, leaning against the wall like he’d been there a while.
“Dad, what are you-”
He cut her off, voice low, still quiet. "Are you happy?"
She blinked. "Yes, Dad. I am."
He studied her face as though testing her answer. "And he's good to you?"
She nodded. "He's wonderful."
Her father’s eyes softened, but he didn’t move right away. “That’s all that matters, sweetheart.” He reached out, brushing a thumb along her cheek the way he used to when she was little. “Good,” he said quietly. “Good. Then I’m happy.”
For a moment, she didn’t know what to say. Around them, plates clinked and voices rose from the dining room, the life of the restaurant moving on untouched. Her father gave a small, almost embarrassed smile before patting her shoulder.
“Go on,” he said. “Before they eat all the rotis.”
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Back at the table, her mother was deep in conversation with Roman’s father about names. They volleyed ideas across the table, traditional Gaelic, Irish, and Welsh, before dragging the waiter in to suggest Indian-Irish hybrids.
At the other end, Elizabeth heard her father asking Roman what sports the child would play, if it was a boy, of course.
“Basketball for sure, maybe soccer,” Roman said. “Tennis. Hockey, if we can force him to wear a helmet cage.” He added, half-joking, “Football and rugby are probably off the table…too much risk for CTE.”
Dr. Cullin nodded. “Quite right. Best not to risk concussions, especially of he is going to be anywhere close to your size.”
Roman forced a polite smile, swallowing what he wanted to say. He didn’t have to hold it long, Elizabeth caught the remark and jumped in before he could.
“Our kid might not like sports,” she said.
Not the rescue he wanted, but still a rescue.
“Blasphemy,” her father said, feigning outrage. “Roman, tell your fiancée she’s wrong.”
Roman smirked. “How come when she’s wrong, she’s my fiancée, but when she’s right, she’s your daughter?”
“If she’s disagreeing with me, then she must be wrong,” Dr. Cullin replied, with a finality so deadpan it was impossible to tell whether he was joking.
Roman raised his hands. “Look, all I know is I’m never right.”
Gulshan laughed. “My boy has grown so wise.”
Elizabeth looked at Roman then. The way his smile tilted, the way he met her father’s stubbornness with charm instead of fight.
She looked at the ring on her finger and in that moment, she knew.
I’m going to say yes to you. To us. 
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Fourteen weeks.
Elizabeth woke to Roman's voice, low and serious.
"...and that's why the Leafs are fundamentally incapable of winning. Your other parent disagrees, but don't listen to her. She’s completely delusional. She also thinks Bovril on toast tastes good, which is…objectively wrong."
He was lying with his head on her belly, having a full conversation with the baby at 6:47 AM.
"Rome…are you indoctrinating our child already?" she was still waking, groggy from sleep.
"You have to start them early. Every baby book says so.” He turned back to her belly. “Oh, and baby? Your mom's awake now, so pretend we were talking about something intellectual."
She rolled her eyes and kissed him on the head.
She heard the notification for an email received on the computer. She stirred to get up, but Roman would not get off her belly.
"No work before 7 AM. That's the rule."
"Since when?"
"Since you're growing a human and need rest."
"The audit—"
"Will survive without you for another fifteen minutes." He said, kissing her on the belly, sternum, and collarbone.
She wanted to argue but didn't. Then couldn’t as she felt his stubble make its way up…then down her body. 
The emails could definitely wait.
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Four weeks later. Week 18.
Roman had taken a half day to take a prenatal yoga class with Elizabeth. Neither were particularly enthusiastic about it, but Shelly had bought it for them and was insistent that they go. Her friend was the instructor and ‘would know if they didn’t show up’. Teasing, but it sounded like a threat.
It was a twenty five minute subway ride. Each way.
"Breathe through the discomfort," the instructor said in a voice like Ambien. She was the antithesis of Shelly and an eighteen-week pregnant lady with endless food cravings. Tall, toned abs, blonde, and pencil straight hair. 
"I am breathing," Elizabeth said through gritted teeth during warrior pose.
"Well, just ‘breathe better’ honey," Roman suggested in a sickeningly sweet voice.
"And hold... finding your center..." She walked around the room. “Ooo very good dad.”
“Very good dad,” Elizabeth mocked. “You’re the only guy in here. What’s with that?”
“Your center, baby…find it” He said smiling.
"It’s shifted," she muttered. "Somewhere near my bladder now."
The meditation portion was next.
The instructor hovered around them placing a hand on Roman’s chest to cue his inhales.
“In…hold…out…hold…very good dad…very good” 
“Touch him one more time…” Elizabeth said under her breath.
“What’d you say Liz?” Roman whispered.
“Nothing,” she smiled. “You’re doing great Rome.”
“Hey we are doing great…actually, I think we’re ‘those people’”
"What people?"
"The couple people look at and think 'they've got it.'"
Elizabeth opened one eye. "Ha, do we?"
He took his hand, placed it on her belly. The baby kicked.
"Yeah," he said. "We do."
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A week later they painted the nursery. Pale yellow because they'd decided not to find out the sex, but also because they both hoped would feel warm.
"It looks like an anemic Simpsons character," Elizabeth said, squinting at the walls. She had a streak of paint across her forearm and had been living in overalls for the last three weeks. Roman thought she’d never looked better
“Maybe it’s the lighting,” he said. “Or maybe we just have to compare it to skin tone…”
He flicked paint at her. It landed on her nose. “You didn’t just…”
She picked up the bucket and dipped her brush. Within minutes they were both covered, the drop cloth forgotten.
“Stop!” she laughed, breath catching between the words. “We’re going to ruin everything.”
Roman took another step, his roller abandoned. Her hair had come loose, a few strands stuck to her forehead. She smelled like paint and her Moroccan oil shampoo, a mix of turpentine and sweetness that felt unique to her.
“The damage is already done,” he said, smiling.
He reached for her, fingers brushing her waist, careful where he rested his hand. She looked up, half defiant, half amused - the kind of look that always undid him.
He kissed her. Soft at first, as if she would break, then certain. The world seemed to tilt. He couldn’t tell if it was the fumes or her, especially like this - unguarded, messy, real people.
They tumbled onto the drop cloth, laughter dissolving into silence. Her overalls came half undone; one strap landed in the paint bucket, bleeding yellow.
Her body was different now. Fuller, still endlessly fascinating to him. He traced the curve of her hip, the new heaviness of her breasts, the small pulse beneath her skin. He moved like a man afraid of missing something.
Then, a faint thud beneath his hand. He froze.
“Wait,” he whispered. “I felt it.”
In an instant, he had his ear pressed to her belly. His voice went soft, almost reverent.
 “Hi, baby. It’s Dad. I heard you. I love you.”
Dad. The word caught her off guard. Her saying it was one thing. Roman identifying with it was strangely, another. It felt imbued with new meaning. Something dynamic, and alive.
He looked up, tracing a finger on her wrist. “Liz, did you hear that?”
She blinked, half dazed. “Hear what?”
“I was just saying…” He smiled, “I love you too.”
[bookmark: _u7isdd3048ig]#
They lay there, half-naked on the nursery floor, covered in yellow paint. The late afternoon sun through the window made it feel like they were in a flashback sequence of an old movie.
"Rome?" She said, scratching at a bit of paint tangled into his chest hair.
“Yeah?”
“Today was perfect.” 
The ring on her finger caught the light. He kissed the top of her head. They didn't have to decide to be together every day anymore. They just were.
He looked up at the ceiling, voice delicate. “Liz?”
“Yeah?”
“I hope you never have to love anything, the way I love you.”
[bookmark: _2eg6jams5jtd]Chapter 187 (Oct, ‘93)
Roman came home a few weeks later to find Elizabeth on the couch, surrounded by candy wrappers. The Kit Kat bars they bought for trick or treaters were scattered like confetti. Beside the carnage was a box of Maltesers, tipped on its side. Elizabeth dressed as a basketball player with her belly as the ball, Roman as a referee.
"I ate all the Kit Kats," she announced mournfully.
"All six?"
"All twelve."
"There were twelve?"
"I bought more at lunch." She held up the empty Maltesers box. "These too...the baby wanted them."
"The baby wanted gestational diabetes?"
Elizabeth punched him in the arm
"Want me to make dinner?"
Roman grinned. “And what does ‘the baby’ want?”
"Chili."
"Really?"
"Chili." She repeated with a short nod.
Roman tried to get up but she pulled him back onto the couch. "But…not yet." She said and lay her head on his shoulder.
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Later, sugar-crashed in bed, Elizabeth said, "Next year we'll have a baby to dress up."
"Next year our baby will be like eight months old."
"Eight months old and definitely dressed as a pumpkin."
"Really? You don’t want to do something more…refined?"
"Like what?"
"A fireman?"
Elizabeth laughed. “For a second I thought you were going to dress our infant as a famous philosopher”
"Ooh, not a bad idea, Baby Locke? Or maybe we just dress them up as a blank slate."
“Shut up” she said, hitting him with a pillow. He caught it, pulled her close.
"I love you," he said.
"Even though I won't let you dress our baby as a philosopher?"
"You haven’t heard my full pitch yet."
The baby kicked and Elizabeth winced. Suddenly becoming dead serious.
“Roman, I love it when you talk about the future. Our future.” A tear started to form in her right eye.
“Is this the hormones talking?”
She shook her head and wiped it away with the corner of the pillowcase. “Rome, I want you to promise me something.”
He leaned in closer until he could feel her breath. “Anything.”
“Promise me you’ll never leave.”
“Elizabeth?”
“Yes?”
“Elizabeth, I’ll never leave.”
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After Halloween, Elizabeth demanded Roman throw out all the chocolate - she couldn’t stand the sight or smell of it. He had smuggled some lindt bars into his maple wood desk, but when she caught it on his breath, she almost vomited.  
He was at the beck and call of any strange craving she had.
"I want it again," Elizabeth said at 11 PM.
"Liz, we don’t have all the ingredients. I used them in the last one."
“Can you please just make it again?”
Roman suppressed a sigh and was already getting up. "What kind of seafood?"
"All of them."
"That's not an answer."
"Shrimp, scallops, crab if we have it."
"You know we don’t have any of those."
"...you know there’s a twenty-four-hour Metro..."
"You want me to go to Metro at 11 PM to buy seafood for lasagna?"
She looked at him like she was helpless and put her hands on her now formidable baby bump. “Hey, YOU did this to me.”
"I'll, uh, get my coat!"
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He came back with three types of seafood, four cheeses, and fresh pasta sheets. He also bought her a box of double chocolate doughnuts from Tim Horton’s. Their baby would definitely have a sweet tooth.
Elizabeth sat on the kitchen counter, eating only the glazed tops while he cooked.
At 1 AM, they ate seafood lasagna in bed.
"This is it," she said. "This is my peak. Nothing will ever be better."
"Until tomorrow when you want something else. If I know you, it’ll be even weirder"
"Pff no…tomorrow I'll probably want, like, regular toast. Maybe with some marmalade."
"Doubt it."
The next day she wanted regular toast. With Bovril.
[bookmark: _hyvn5yieeex1]Chapter 188 (Early Nov ‘93)
“How are things going? You aren’t really showing” Maria had said, taking her sunglasses off as she sat down across from Elizabeth.
“Aren’t really showing!?” 
“Aren’t showing.” Maria corrected herself. “But even if you were. You do have another human being inside you. It’s not really a point of pride to keep a flat stomach.”
“So you think I’m still skinny?” she mocked. Maria laughed.
“Thank god for fall clothing.”
“But really, how are you doing?”
Elizabeth thought about it. She had been asked that question a hundred times a day by Roman, but she had always said she was fine. With Maria, who had carved out an hour for brunch, she was willing to get a bit more into it.
“I’m getting more migraines…which is weird, because they had been becoming less frequent in the last three years…must be something to do with the hormones or something, I don’t know.”
“Did your OB have anything to say about it?”
“Just to avoid trigger foods, but my main triggers were red wine and chocolate. Can’t have the first, and I haven’t had THAT much of the second since Halloween.”
Maria winced. “Ooo, I’m sorry, that sounds tough.”
Elizabeth shrugged. “Honestly, I’ve had them since I was twelve. One of the things my dad passed down to me. Other than my slightly larger than average head.”
Maria rolled her eyes. “Your head is perfect. You are perfect.”
“Now you’re starting to sound like Roman.”
Her eyebrows popped up. “So…things are going well?”
Elizabeth nodded and started to speak when a waiter arrived with their food.
“Oh sorry I didn’t or--” Maria began.
“I ordered for us, your usual” Elizabeth explained. “I got here a bit early and couldn’t wait.”
“Thanks. Sorry, you were saying?”
Elizabeth nodded again while cutting into her smoked salmon eggs benedict. “It’s new to me. The feeling. When I’m away from him, all I want is for him to be there. When he’s there, I never want him to leave.”
Maria tore off a chunk of her roll and dipped it in her Shakshuka. “But that’s good, right?”
“I think so, though I’m not sure my body agrees”
“How do you mean?”
“It’s my leading theory for my current migraine spells. A trigger for me has always been when I finally get to relax after a period of high stress. Like after exams, I’d be bedridden for days” 
“What was the stress before?” 
She shrugged and ate a few hashbrowns. “Just us being us, I guess” her mouth half-full, she set down her fork. “Not that I’d trade our current situation for what we were. And things are definitely still exciting in the right ways…I just can just see myself getting too domestic, y’know?”
“Liz, you’re going to be a mom. That’s as domestic as it gets.”
[bookmark: _eed0jcyxpumg]Chapter 189: 27 Weeks
Elizabeth was working from home, deep in a new audit. She had a relatively light workload the last few weeks. She wasn’t sure if it was her coworkers taking it easy on her or just the way things worked out. Either way, she was happy things were picking up again. Her migraines abated, clearly she felt most herself with at least a baseline level of stress. 
Roman came through the door at 8 PM.
"Sorry I'm late. My meeting ran over and then—"
"Oh hey, it's fine."
She didn't look up from her screen. 
"Did you eat yet?"
"Uhhh, well, I had some Skittles."
“So no?”
“Well not dinner, no”
He stood behind her, hands on her shoulders. She felt tense.
"Want me to make something?"
"I can. I’m almost done. I just need to finish this section."
He rubbed her shoulder and moved to the couch. Cracked open a beer and watched Star Trek: The Next Generation.
Two episodes later, she was still working. And he was getting drunk.
He ate leftover chili, watching her from the kitchen, perched by the island. 
He cleaned up his dishes and heated up some for her, leaving it with a buttered piece of toast beside her on the desk.
Two hours later he went to bed, she joined him at 1 AM.
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Week twenty-eight.
"We should pick out names," Elizabeth said one evening while they were watching TV, apropos of nothing.
"We have time." He said cheerily, eyes glued to the screen. “But we can start throwing a list together if you want”
She shifted in her seat, put another cushion behind her lower back. “Don’t you want to?” 
He glanced out of the side of his eye. “Of course, it’s just, y’know, we have three months, there isn’t really any rush”
"Three months isn't that much time."
"Isn’t it?”
"Roman."
He turned to face her fully now. "What?"
She closed her eyes. "No. Nothing. You're right. We have time."
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Week twenty-nine.
"I have to go to the office Christmas party," Elizabeth announced.
Roman was scribbling something on a notepad. "Ok, all good, when?"
"Eleven days from now. December 15th."
He looked up. "Oh. That's the same night as mine."
"So…go to yours?"
"I thought,” He walked over and grabbed her hand. “That we might go together. To one of them."
She looked at him. "Roman, I'm up for manager. I have to go to mine."
He nodded. "Well, I don’t really want to go alone. Or for you to go alone."
She pulled her hand away. “I’m not a child. I don’t need a babysitter.”
“That’s not what I meant. I’ll just miss you is all.” His voice gentle.
“Then take Roger. Or Paul or something."
Roman smiled. "See as fond as I am of Paul, he’s not my pregnant fiancée."
"And neither am I." she snapped. Her one hand subconsciously traveled to the ring she was wearing for seven months.
He flinched. "Right," Roman said quietly. 
“No, Roman, I’m sorry, I didn’t mean it, I--”
“It’s fine.”
She took his hand again. “It’s…it’s the hormones.” 
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Week thirty.
Elizabeth felt the pain during a meeting. Sharp, then dull, then gone.
Braxton Hicks. Practice contractions.
But then another, stronger. She excused herself, called her doctor from the bathroom.
"Come in," the nurse said. "Just to be safe."
She took a cab to TGH. Alone. Didn't call Roman.
Don't worry him over nothing.
But, sitting in the waiting room, surrounded by other pregnant women with partners, she felt the solitude. Independence gave way to loneliness. She missed having Roman’s hand to squeeze.
But when she was seen, everything was fine. Braxton Hicks, dehydration, stress.
"You need to slow down," the doctor said. "This baby's coming. It doesn’t care if you are ready for it."
She got home to find Roman cooking chili. When she walked through the door, he dropped the wooden spoon into the spot and ran over to her, wrapping his arms around her shoulders.
"Where were you? I called the office, they said you left sick. I was so worried." The lines in his forehead looked like they were chiseled in.
"I went to the hospital." She said flatly.
"What? Why didn't you call me?"
"You had the Singapore meeting."
"Fuck the meeting, Elizabeth. You went to the hospital. You are more important. You are always more important" His hands were on her shoulders now. Insisting.
"It was nothing. Braxton Hicks." She started walking into the apartment, putting away her work bag and hanging up her coat like it was a normal day.
He followed her around. "But you didn't know it was nothing when you went."
"I didn't want to worry you."
"When I called, I left work to meet you and take care of you. Imagine my surprise when you weren’t here."
She faced him. "Roman. I'm fine. The baby's fine."
"That's not the point."
"Then what is the point?"
"The point is you went alone. Without me."
"I was trying not to disrupt your day."
"You're having my baby. You're supposed to disrupt my day."
They stood there, kitchen island between them, both exhausted. They took a deep breath each.
"I'm sorry," she said finally.
"I'm sorry too.” He blinked.
“Do you want some chili? It’s almost ready”
“I ate at the hospital cafeteria. I think I’m off chili for now.”
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Week thirty-two.
The night of the fifteenth they dressed staggered for their respective parties. Roman knew to shower first so Elizabeth could have as much uninterrupted mirror time as she wanted. She said that if she ‘had to look like a whale, her makeup had better be perfect’.
Roman reminded her that she always looked perfect. Her lips came together to form a flat line. 
He kissed her on the forehead and called her a cab. Then he called one for himself.
Elizabeth came home at midnight to find Roman on the couch, still in his suit, whiskey in hand. He was reading the latest issue of Game Informer, open to a review of the new Doom release.
"How was it?" she asked.
"Yea. Pretty good. Yours?"
"Fine."
“Fine.” he repeated quietly enough that she didn’t hear. “Did you get the promotion?"
"They said that they will announce it in January."
"Soon, so that's good."
"Yeah. It is."
She sat beside him, her red dress straining over her belly.
"People were asking about you," he said quietly.
"Oh?"
"Yea, they were wondering where you were. I had to explain my pregnant...whatever you are...was at her own party."
"You sound drunk."
“That would be because I am.”
Elizabeth stayed quiet. Roman sighed.
"What are you Elizabeth? My girlfriend? Fiancée?”
Now Elizabeth sighed. "I don't know. But this probably isn’t the right time to talk about this, right?"
"Because I’m drunk."
"Because you’re drunk. And I’m tired."
Of course you are.
“All I’ll say is that we are having a baby in eight weeks and we live together.”
Elizabeth straightened up. “Oh is that all you’ll say?”
He shook his head. Took a pull from his glass.
He muttered something under his breath.
“What was that?”
“Nothing.”
“No go ahead. Say it. Say whatever you’re mumbling over there.”
He set the glass down. It clinked on the stone coaster.
"How much thinking does it take?" 
Panicked hurt was strewn across his face. Not anger. More like a wounded animal calling for help.
"Roman…"
His eyes were searching her face, pleading for an answer.
"It's…It’s not that simple."
He nodded twice, stood up and took off his tie. He was already starting on his shirt buttons as he walked towards the bedroom to get ready for bed. 
“It could be…maybe, it should be.” He said, as he slipped by the slightly open door.
“Roman, don’t…please--” Elizabeth pleaded, trying to maintain as much dignity as possible at her size.
A voice came out of the darkness of the bedroom. It was resigned. Subdued.
 “I love you. You’re tired. Let’s just go to bed.”
[bookmark: _8l7qlhm2y8ur]Chapter 190
January 5th, 1994.
"When's the shower again?" Roman asked from the doorway of the nursery. Elizabeth was standing inside, one hand on her lower back, the other slowly circling her belly.
"The eighteenth."
"Wow, soon."
Elizabeth’s back was to him, but he imagined some expression of agreement. "Maria's organizing it."
"That sounds good, do you need me to—"
"Thanks.” She interrupted. “She's got it handled."
Roman nodded. Started to leave, then turned back. "Oh by the way,  your dad called. Something about the CPA...practical experience or something. He said to give him a call back when you can."
Elizabeth's hand went still.
"Thanks."
"He seemed excited."
"Ha. Yea, he always gets excited about credentials."
His voice. Credentials mean credibility. Credibility means respect. Respect means stability. 
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Three days later.
It was getting impossible for Elizabeth to sleep. Well, that wasn’t strictly true. Falling asleep was actually quite easy, given that she was exhausted from carrying another person around all day. Staying asleep was the challenge. The baby had dropped lower, pressing on everything. 
Roman appeared in the kitchen at 3 AM to find her eating Maltesers one by one.
"Can't sleep?"
She shrugged. Kept crunching.
He moved toward her, then stopped, and moved towards the kettle instead.
"Want some mint tea?"
"I'm okay."
“You sure?”
She nodded.
"The promotion," she said suddenly. "I got it."
"That's great. When did-"
"Yesterday. They called yesterday."
He was still smiling, but his shoulders sagged slightly.
"You're uh…just telling me now?"
"Manager," he said. "Your dad will be proud when you call him back."
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January 14th, 1994
The Braxton Hicks were getting stronger. Elizabeth sat through a client meeting, hands folded over her belly, breathing through the tightness. She was beginning to hope that everyday could be a ‘work-from-home’ day. 
What a life that would be…
"You okay?" her colleague asked after.
"Fine. Yeah. Just practice contractions, basically."
"When are you due again?"
"Middle of next month."
"Like Valentine’s Day?"
Elizabeth forced a smile. “I guess so.”
She got home to find Roman assembling the crib in the nursery. 
"Need help?"
"Thanks. I've got it."
She watched him work, the man who'd assembled an entire bookshelf just so she wouldn't have to reach for poetry while pregnant. 
What’s different…
She went back to the kitchen to check the messages.
Maria: Shower final count - twenty-three people. Your mom is bringing that duck cake you wanted.
The duck cake. 
She'd mentioned wanting it once, months ago, but to Roman, not her mom.
She looked at him struggling to fit together a bracket. Cursing at it, then giving up and hitting it with a hammer.
Christ. Is it me?
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January 18th, 1994
Cozy….soft…warm…wet.
Wait. Wet!? Did I pee myself? What the he--
Then the cramp hit.
Oh god no. Not today. 
Another cramp. Stronger.
"Roman." She shook his shoulder. "Roman, wake up."
He began rapidly blinking the sleep out of his eyes. "Wha--what’s wrong?"
"I think my water broke."
Now he was up instantly. Fully awake. "But you're early."
"Roman. It’s happening. Now."
Another contraction. She grabbed his shoulder without thinking, squeezing. The other hand covered his face.
"We need to go to the hospital." He said, muffled by her hand.
"But the shower—"
"Forget the shower. We're having the baby now!"
We're having the baby.
“C’mon” he said, helping her out of bed. He sat her by the bench near the front door and scooped up the prepared baby bag. He grabbed car keys on the kitchen island -  Paul had lent them his car for a few weeks, an old BMW 3 series, while he was on a trip to Italy with Bobbie.
They took the elevator down to P1 and he eased her into the passenger seat. 
"I need to call Maria," she said between contractions.
"Later."
"She has twenty-three people coming-"
"Elizabeth, it’s ok, I’ll handle it. Just focus on yourself."
"I'm--" Another contraction cut her off.
Roman had pulled out onto Adelaide street. "Five weeks early. Is that…will the baby be okay?"
"They said after thirty five weeks is usually fine."
Usually. Maybe.
“Roman?”
“Look at this idiot…it’s a one-way!” he laid on the horn.
“Roman!” she yelled now.
“Yes, sorry, what is it? Are you ok?” his eyes were still searching for the fastest route.
"It’s--” she took a breath that barely made it out. “I'm scared.”
Keeping his eyes on the road, Roman reached for her hand. She gripped it tight.
"Me too Liz,” he said, quieter now. “Me too. But you know what?”
She winced as another contraction hit. “What?” The word came out like a gasp.
He took a deep breath. She saw something shift in him - panicked focus gave way to fierce calm.
“There are things that I know,” he said. His voice was steady and deliberate, like he was reminding himself as much as her. “I know we're a mess. I know we can't figure out the ring, and sometimes, most times, we can’t figure out ourselves either. But, I also know that I've loved you since you wrapped that green scarf around my neck.”
His voice thinned on the edge of the words.
“I know that I’ll love you when you’re screaming at me in the delivery room. And that I’ll love you tomorrow. And the day after that. And every day after that.” He swallowed, eyes still fixed forward.
“Elizabeth…you are it. The one. My whole life - my whole ordinary life -  was just waiting for you. I didn’t know it, but I felt it.” 
He squeezed her hand.
“You. Elizabeth. Us. That’s all that matters. The rest is just…details. We’ve always been enough.”
He kept driving, the road hummed beneath the car. At a red light, Roman looked over to check on her. She was asleep, her head resting gently against the seatbelt. 
No. Not asleep. Pale. Too pale. 
“Liz?” 
For a moment, in the car stopped at Dundas and University street, everything blurred. Time split. Before this moment and after. 
Dead silence. No gritting against contractions. No breathing.  No car horns. Nothing.
Nothing, but a small trickle of blood dripping onto the floor mat. 
His ears started ringing. The sound of a universe tearing apart. So loud he couldn’t hear himself scream her name. 
“ELIZABETH!”
Driving, he used one hand to shake her gently to rouse her. Nothing. Harder. Nothing. 
Wake up. Wake up. Please, please, god please, wake up. 
At University Avenue, he swerved left without looking. Without hearing.
The transport truck came from his right. Eighteen wheels of steel loaded with morning deliveries, horn blasting through the pre-dawn darkness. Roman saw it in his peripheral vision. A wall of metal about to crush them.
He was looking right, but now at her.
The scarf. The third date, jogging back to her. The gallery balcony. Their first ‘I love you’. Sunday Window Light. New York. The dance at the wedding. The nursery. The lentil…
I’ll never leave.
His hands moved without thought, yanking the wheel hard left. The truck's bumper missed them by inches, maybe less. The displacement of air rocked the car. The driver's horn was still blaring, probably screaming obscenities. Roman couldn't hear any of it.
He felt the car fishtail, tires screaming. Overcorrected right. Then left. 
Not like this.
Roman fought the wheel, muscle memory from a winter defensive driving course taking over. Pump the brakes. Turn into the skid. The car straightened just before hitting a parked taxi.
He kept driving. Faster now. Three more blocks. Two. One.
He parked the car half on the curb, scraping the bumper against concrete. He jumped over the hood, flung her door open, and unbuckled her with shaking hands that couldn't work properly. He carried her inside. She was so light. Too light. Her head against his shoulder where she couldn't hear his heart screaming. 
The ringing was worse. His throat, raw. The only way he knew he was screaming. He wouldn’t stop. Not until they helped her. And they did. 
Roman watched her wheeled off on a gurney. Restrained by staff, on his knees, hands covered in her blood. Under his fingernails. In the creases of his palms. Screaming. Still screaming. Unable to hear it. But screaming.
That night in December. His voice.
“Don’t fall asleep yet.”
She asked why. He said.
“Because I want this to last a bit longer.”
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TGH, ED - 5:47 AM
"Sir, you need to stay here. Sir! SIR!"
"That's my…she's pregnant…the baby"
"Sir, they're taking care of her. You need to let them work."
A nurse appeared, her eyes made him think of mercy. She had a nametag on that read ‘Angela’. She spoke with a gentle British accent. "Come with me dear, we need information."
"I need to be wi--"
She took his hand. She was steady. Light caught the edges of her hair. "The best thing you can do for her right now is answer my questions. What’s her name?"
"Elizabeth Cullen."
"How old is Elizabeth?"
"Twenty-eight."
"And how many weeks pregnant?"
"Thirty-five. Maybe thirty-six. Due…Valentine's Day."
"What happened--"
“Roman.”
“What happened, Roman?”
"Her water broke. We were driving here. She was conscious, talking. Then there was blood—"
"Breathe. Take deep breaths. When did she lose consciousness?"
"Ten minutes ago? Five? I don't know. Is she—will she—"
"Our team is excellent. How much blood?"
Roman looked at his hands. Still red. "I don't know. Some. Not—not a lot—"
"Any complications during pregnancy?"
"No."
Nurse Angela typed rapidly, nodding. "Is there anyone we should call for you?"
Everyone. No one. 
"I need—I need to—"
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6:15 AM
At the nurses station, he called his father's number. It rang three times.
"Roman? It's early—"
"Dad." He cut him off. "Dad, I'm at the hospital. TGH."
Gulshan went silent at the mention of the name. Then, “What? What happened? Are you hurt?"
"It's Elizabeth. The baby's coming but she's unconscious. There was blood. They won't let me—"
"I'm coming. Twenty minutes.”
6:22 AM
Elizabeth's parents. He'd only called them twice before, but wrote down their number in his book. 
"Mrs. Cullen? It's Roman."
"Roman? Is everything alright?"
"Elizabeth's in the hospital. The baby—"
He heard her say something rapid to Franklin. Then commotion.
"We're coming. TGH?"
"Yes. Emergency."
"Is she—"
"I don't know.”
6:30 AM	Comment by Kiran Malik: thought of meema. Not just missing her, but knowing what she missed
Maria picked up on the first ring. The baby. TGH. Complications. 
Her and George were on their way. They would call Renee and Hannah.
7:02 AM
Roman's dad arrived first. The Cullen’s a few minutes after.
"Any news?" Gulshan asked.
"Nothing. They won't—"
A doctor appeared. Middle-aged, tired, blood on her scrubs. 
"Family of Elizabeth Cullen?"
"I'm—yes. I'm her…I’m the baby's father."
She nodded. "She's stable. We had to do an emergency C-section. The placenta had partially detached. Placental abruption. She lost a significant amount of blood but we've given her transfusions."
"Is she—will she—"
"She's going to be fine. She's in recovery now."
Roman almost fell backward. Frank and Gulshan caught him. Their hands - strong as oak.
"And the baby?"
"Four pounds, two ounces. He’s in the NICU. Born at 6:41 AM."
He. A boy.
"Can I see them?"
"Elizabeth is still unconscious. You can see ‘baby’ through the NICU window."
7:15 AM
Elizabeth's parents were stone-faced but pale.
Franklin extended his hand to Roman. Roman shook it. Looking up to meet his eyes.
Mrs. Cullen nodded. A tear slipped out and she put a hand on Roman’s chest.
7:30 AM - NICU
The NICU was another world. Tiny humans in plastic wombs.
Their son was in isolette #7. Impossibly small. A knit cap on his head, wires everywhere. His skin had a yellowish tinge.
"Jaundice," the NICU nurse explained. "Common in premature babies. He’ll be under the bili lights. The breathing tube is just to help him for now. His lungs need a little support."
8:00 AM
Maria arrived with George. Then Renee and Hannah.
"She's still unconscious," Roman explained for the fourth time. "They said that's normal. The anesthesia, the blood loss. She should wake up soon."
"The baby?" Maria asked.
"NICU. He’s…he’s so small. But they said he is doing well for thirty-five weeks."
"A boy," Maria smiled through tears.
“I didn’t think you had it in you.” George said.
9:30 AM
"Is there a Roman out here?"
Roman jumped up. "Yes!"
"She's awake. Asking for you."
Recovery Room
Elizabeth still looked pale. IV in her arm, oxygen under her nose. But her eyes were open.
"Hi," she said. Her voice stripped bare.
"Hi."
"The baby?"
"He’s perfect. Small, but perfect. In the NICU."
She smiled. It looked like it hurt. "He?"
His eyes shone. "Four pounds, two ounces. 6:41 AM."
"I want to see him."
He sat on the side of the bed and stroked her auburn hair. Careful to avoid pulling any wires. "Soon. You just had surgery. You lost a lot of blood."
"Roman, I was--” her eyes darted side to side “In the car. I heard you talking -- I couldn't answer."
“It’s ok, it doesn’t matter.” He stroked her hair faster. “None of that matters.”
“No, it does.” She blinked a few times. “I wanted to tell you--”
"Tell me what?"
"Yes. The answer was always yes."
His tears fell onto the linen. He kissed her forehead, gentle, afraid she might break.
"Our son needs a name," he said.
"Did you see him?"
"He’s beautiful. But he has my nose. Poor boy."
"Lucky boy."
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At 11:00 AM nurse Angela wheeled Elizabeth to the NICU in a wheelchair. She was still too weak to walk. The incision from the C-section held together with staples would leave a scar. 
They wheeled Elizabeth close to the isolette. She reached through, her finger stroking their son’s hand.
"Hi baby.”
The little fingers curled around Elizabeth's.
"He knows you," Angela said. "They always know their mothers."
"What about all the—" Elizabeth gestured at the wires, the tubes.
"Temporary. He’s breathing mostly on his own. The feeding tube is just until he is strong enough to nurse or take a bottle. The bili lights for maybe a week."
"When can we hold him?" Roman asked.
"Maybe tomorrow."
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By 2:00 PM Elizabeth had been moved to a proper room. The waiting room crowd had taken turns visiting. Her mother brought a box of double chocolate doughnuts. Gulshan brought skittles as per Roman’s instructions. Maria left to handle all the baby shower guests, mainly so Elizabeth wouldn’t stress about it more than she already was. George hung around Roman, but he sent him on an errand.
Somehow, the two of them were alone now. He was in the chair next to her bed, holding the hand that did not have an IV.
"So…names…," she said to Roman.
"Yea, maybe we don’t have as much time as we thought” He joked weakly. “Any ideas?”
Elizabeth shrugged. Smiled.
"I guess we'll figure it out." Roman said, rubbing her shoulder.
"Yeah," Elizabeth rubbed her throat. "We will."
Roman turned to ask for more water. Elizabeth squeezed his hand.
"Roman?"
He was distracted, but back to her now. "Yeah?"
"The ring. Is it—did you bring it?"
He looked at her. 
"It's at home on your nightstand still."
"Will you bring it tomorrow?"
He paused. “Does that mean what I--"
She didn’t. “Yes.”
“What changed?”
“Rome.” She said it like she couldn’t believe he didn’t already know. “Only everything.”
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Elizabeth was reading the instructions for ‘Wound care, day twelve, post-op’ at 4 AM, pumping. Roman was at the hospital for the night shift with the baby. They'd been trading twelve-hour shifts since Elizabeth was able to walk.
When the pump finished, she had twenty milliliters. The lactation consultant said that was normal, that stress affected production. Elizabeth heard ‘failure’. Her body had failed to carry the baby to term. Now it was failing to feed him.
Roman came home at 6 AM, eyes hollow.
"How was he?"
Roman hung up his leather jacket and took off his brown boots. "Yea. Good. Breathing's better, they said."
She stood. Walked towards him, then stopped. Crossed her arms in her oversized wool sweater to stay warm. 
“And how are you? Are you going to try and get some sleep?”
He shook his head.
They moved around each other in the kitchen. He made tea. She washed pump parts.
"The guys running the Singapore office called me earlier," he said.
"Oh?"
"The deal's falling apart."
"So does that mean you should go?"
"Maybe, it’s my code, but I can't leave now."
"Why not? I can handle the hospital shifts. Better now than when we can take him home."
He looked at her. "That's not the--shouldn’t we be doing this together?"
"We are. In shifts."
"That's not together, Liz."
"It's what seems to be working."
The phone rang. Singapore. 
She could see him looking at the phone. Could see him calculating what this deal meant, what walking away at this time, would cost him.
He moved toward her, then stopped. 
"I should go back," he said. "For the noon shift."
"It's seven AM."
"I need to handle some work first."
"Singapore." She sighed.
"It's a big deal, Liz."
"Bigger than this? Bigger than us talking?”
"It’s for this." He gestured to her, the apartment, the pump parts drying in the sink.
"Is it?"
“Don’t be stupid.” He said. Then left without kissing her goodbye.
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The baby was coming home tomorrow. Elizabeth sat on the couch, her mother beside her, teaching her how to swaddle using a doll Maria had brought.
"Tighter," her mother said. "Babies like to feel secure."
"I don't want to hurt him."
"You won't. Babies are made of rubber. Here, like this."
Roman was in the kitchen with his father, assembling the bottle sterilizer. She could hear them arguing about the instructions.
"It says part A connects to part B," Gulshan said.
"That's clearly part C, Dad."
"Shine the light on it here. No damn it. Roman, hold it still."
This was help. Four parents, Maria stopping by daily, everyone with their opinions.
The Commodore was alive with work emails. Elizabeth’s. She'd been on leave for three weeks but the emails kept coming. She bounced between it and the couch.
"You shouldn't be looking at that," her mother said.
"I’m just checking."
"The baby needs you present."
Roman appeared in the doorway. "Hey Liz, can I talk to you?"
She followed him to the bedroom. 
"Sorry to do this now, with your mom here…but the guys need an answer from me," he said.
“Ok…”
"So it would be a two-week trip," he said.
"Two weeks?"
"Yes, to save the deal, maybe less, though."
"The baby comes home tomorrow."
"I know."
"You're seriously considering leaving?"
"It's the biggest account, Liz. If I lose this—"
"You lose money."
“No, I lose my ability to support us. My son. You. All that comes from this goes directly into our family.”
“We have savings.”
“This is for everything I've built."
“Roman, look around. Your dad, my mom, our friends, our baby. This is what you’ve built.”
His hands were on his hips. He faked a smile for Elizabeth’s mom who had a line of sight into the bedroom.
"Fine. When would you leave?" she asked.
"Next week. After he’s settled."
"Settled. A newborn. Settled in a week."
"Liz—"
"Go."
"What?"
"Go. Go to Singapore and save your deal."
"You don't want that."
"Don't I? You're going to go anyway. You're already half gone, Roman. Every time that phone rings, you're calculating how much it costs to stay."
"That's not—"
"It is. It's exactly what you're doing. And I'm doing it too."
"What do you mean?"
Their parents' voices drifted from the living room. Normal grandparent excitement. 
"Nothing. Forget it."
They stood there, the bed between them, everything between them.
"I love you," he said. It sounded like he was asking her to believe him.
"I know."
He looked away, lips pressed into a thin line.
"What do you want me to say, Roman? That you should stay, lose Singapore and resent me? Or that you should go and I should pretend it's fine that you're choosing work over us?"
"It's not choosing—"
“It is,” she said. “Every life is built on choices--made or left behind. Nothing just happens.” Her voice softened but her eyes stayed sharp.
Maria's voice from the living room: "Do the bottles go in the dishwasher?"
"We should get back." Elizabeth said.
"Liz—"
"We have guests."
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She left him in the bedroom. When he emerged ten minutes later, he was composed. Too composed. He helped his father with the sterilizer. She learned to swaddle. They played their parts.
That night, after everyone left, they lay on top of the covers.
"Elizabeth, I won't go," he said into the darkness.
"You will."
"I won't."
"Roman. We both know you will.”
He didn't deny it.
The next morning, they'd bring their son home. Roman would book his flight.
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The baby was asleep in the car seat. Four pounds, ten ounces now. Still yellow-tinged.
The drive home in Paul’s BMW was silent except for Roman checking the mirror every thirty seconds.
At a red light, Roman reached for her hand. She let him take it. His thumb traced circles on her palm, like it always did.
"We're taking him home," he said smiling.
"Yeah."
"Our son."
"Yeah."
The light turned green. He let go.
At the apartment, they'd set up everything in the nursery. The crib Roman had assembled wrong twice. The changing table stocked with diapers sized for a doll. The rocking chair Elizabeth's mother had brought for them after cleaning out her basement. 
Roman set the car seat down gently. The baby was asleep.
"Should we wake him to feed?" Elizabeth asked.
"The nurse said every three hours."
"It's been two and a half."
"Close enough?"
Elizabeth shrugged and they stood there, staring. Neither moving to pick him up.
"I'll make bottles," Roman whispered finally.
"I'll try nursing first."
"The lactation consultant said—"
"I know what she said."
Roman walked to the kitchen. Elizabeth lifted the baby carefully, his head flopping slightly before she caught it. She settled in the rocking chair, trying to remember the positioning. The baby rooted weakly, then gave up, falling back asleep.
"Come on," she whispered. "Please."
Roman appeared with a bottle. "Just in case."
The baby took the bottle immediately, sucking greedily.
"It's not your fault." Roman said.
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At midnight, Elizabeth sat in the rocking chair, the baby finally sleeping after forty minutes of crying. She could hear Roman in their bedroom, on the phone.
"...need to be at their office Monday...yes, I understand the timeline..."
She looked down at their son. His face was all Roman. The nose, the hair, the way his forehead wrinkled. But his eyes were hers. Emerald green. Like looking in a mirror.
The baby stirred, whimpering.
"Shh," she whispered. "It's okay. I’m here."
At 2 AM, Roman appeared to take over.
"He ate at 11:30," she said. "Changed at midnight. Cried for thirty minutes at 12:15."
"Okay." he said quietly, cooing.
"Your flight?"
"Sunday morning."
They stood there in the nursery, the night-light casting shadows on the wall. The baby between them.
"The ring," she said suddenly.
"What about it?"
"Nothing. Just…tomorrow. I'll put it on tomorrow."
"Only if you want to."
"I asked for it."
She walked past him, brushing a hand over his shoulder as she did.
Standing there in the soft light, Roman was holding their baby boy. 
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It was 5 AM on Sunday but Elizabeth was already awake in the nursery, feeding the baby a bottle in the dark. She heard Roman's footsteps, saw his silhouette in the doorway. His suitcase sat by the door.
"The car will be here in twenty," he said. She nodded.
He stepped into the room, kissed the baby's head. His lips lingered there, breathing in the scent. He stroked the side of her arm with his hand, letting it slide up to her face directing her to look at him.
His eyes were moist. He didn’t expect hers to be too.
So soft he almost whispered, “I really don't have to go”
She closed her eyes and turned her head away. His hand was suspended in the space where she was, holding onto nothing.
"Roman, the car's coming. You should go."
"I love you," he said.
“I--” she looked back at the baby. “Have a safe flight."
"Elizabe--”
He started fussing. She adjusted him, and began swaying in the chair.
"Say bye to your dad," she said. But when she looked up he had left the nursery.
Elizabeth heard the front door close. The baby was crying now, picking up on her blinking away tears the moment she turned her back.
"Shh," she whispered. "It's okay. It’ll be okay.”
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Elizabeth's mother had come to help. She was in the kitchen making spicy thai coconut soup from a magazine recipe while Elizabeth sat on the couch, pumping again. Thirty milliliters this time. Progress.
The phone was ringing. She let the machine take it.
"I'm going to shower," Elizabeth said.
In the bathroom, she looked at herself. Still swollen from surgery. Incision scar less of an angry red. Hair unwashed for three days. This wasn't her.
The phone rang again. 
This time her mom answered. Called her into the kitchen to take the phone.
"Hi."
"Hi. I was worried." Roman said, sounding it.
"We're fine."
"How's he eating?"
"Good. Every three hours."
"Sleeping?"
"Some."
The line went silent for a while. A very long while. Then.
"Liz, are we going to be okay?" The question stretched the ocean between them.
"When are you coming home?" she asked.
"Another week. Maybe ten days."
"Okay."
"Okay?"
"What do you want me to say?”
"I don't want to fight."
"Then what do you want?"
"You. Us."
"From Singapore?"
The baby started crying.
"I have to go," she said.
"I love you."
"I have to go."
She hung up. Picked up the baby. His eyes. Her eyes. Stared back at her.
"Your dad loves us," she told him. “He loves us,” she told herself.
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Roman's key turned in the lock at 11 PM.
Elizabeth was at the table, the baby finally asleep after two hours of crying. 
"Hi," he mouthed softly from the doorway.
She gave the smallest of waves.
His suitcase made a soft sound as he set it down. She was looking at the baby again, but heard him taking off his shoes. The familiar sounds of him coming home. 
"How is my boy?" Roman whispered.
"Sleeping. Finally."
"Good. That's good." He walked over and kissed them both on the head. He took an extra second with Elizabeth.
He moved into the kitchen for a glass of water. She listened to him drink, could picture his throat moving, his eyes scanning the apartment for what had changed.
She finally looked at him. He looked exhausted. Suit wrinkled from the flight, eyes red, that space between his eyebrows creased deeper than before.
He sat across from her.
"I thought about you every day," he said. "Both of you."
"We thought about you too." she said. Then added, "Well, the baby doesn't know you're gone. I know enough for both of us."
The words undid him. The exhaustion from the trip made his shield too heavy.
Why? She thought. 
Why did you leave? You said you never would. You said you’d always choose me--that you’d never be done with me.
Then a darker thought slipped in like a shadow.
Why…am I hurting you? 
She reached and held his face in her hand. It burned her. Pain emanated from his reddened, sore eyes. Tears streamed down his face. He moved his lips into her palm and kissed it. 
She pulled him by the collar and kissed him. Echoes of the past. Visions of the future. Warmth. Life. Words took over her.
I’d rather be terrified with you than safe without you.
I love you. More than I’ve ever loved anyone. More than I thought it was possible to love another person.
You’re beautiful. You’re beautiful and you’re carrying our baby and you’re wearing my ring…
I hope you never have to love anything, the way I love you.
He was pulling back. Out. Fractures. Splinters. Ghosts. Death.
I think we want to want the same things…
Michelle didn’t pretend she was trying
You didn’t trust me enough to tell me
You didn’t think I deserved the chance to understand
I’m trying to talk to you now…you’re already halfway gone…
They were apart but still touching. Their foreheads pressed, lips separated by a hair’s width. The flashes intensified. Needles in her heart.
You were drunk, but you were still you.
You said it. That means something.
I thought…it might be easier if you hated me.
Her face was wet. The last flash on the periphery of her consciousness. Fighting with all she had not to let it in. 
He kissed her this time. 
She lost all control and sunk deeper. She was soft, he was careful. Both tried to memorize the other. 
I’ve been having this recurring dream…I’m waiting on the bench…and I don’t know if I’m waiting for you to arrive…or if you’ve just left.
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Roman slept on the couch with the baby against his chest. The rhythm of his breathing lulled him in and out of half-sleep.
Through the wall, he could hear Elizabeth. She was crying. Not loudly. Not for anyone. Just enough to break the silence.
He wanted to go to her. To say something. Anything. But the past had already spoken for him.
He put the baby down gently for the night and started writing. 
By the time morning came, he was gone. Only the letter remained.
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When Roman came back in the early morning he entered quietly. 
Elizabeth was already at the table, her hands clasping a ceramic mug, the string of a tea bag hanging out the top. Her hands looked small, fragile almost, as they traced the border of the letter. She was wearing one of his sweatshirts, her burnt hair sitting messily around her shoulders. 
He took careful steps in from the door. Boots off. Coat off.
He sat down across from her. Looked at the letter. 
The baby’s breathing came through the monitor. Small and steady.
Roman rested his hands on the table. Elizabeth’s eyes did not track. 
After two minutes, he spoke. Barely above a whisper.
“I--I thought love would…be enough”
Elizabeth didn’t flinch. She only lifted her head slightly to meet his eyes. Thirty seconds passed before she answered.
“It was,” she said, almost to herself. “For a while.”
Her eyes were clear. Dry. There was nothing left to give.
Roman couldn’t look at her - not directly. Not now. 
Behind her, wilted flowers gifted for the baby shower bent against the mouth of  a wine bottle they’d brought back from New York.
His mouth felt dry as dust.
That morning…she had never looked so soft. So impossibly smooth. 
He had cried for help and prayed not to be saved. He had shed a tear for her - for them. Maybe a part of him had always known.
He forced his eyes to look at her now. To really see her. It hurt as much now as it did then. He was close and wanted closer. 
“…And now?” he asked quietly, biting the inside of his lip. 
She parted her lips then closed them. He lowered his eyes.
I trust you with me, always.
Her words then. 
He reached into his pocket, slowly. His key.
She looked at it. 
He stood and moved towards her. She trembled so subtly that only he could have noticed.
He knelt beside her, holding the key out. His final offering. All left he had to give. 
He was close enough to feel the warmth of her breath, to smell her hair. His forehead hovered inches from her lips. He prayed she wouldn’t take it. Prayed for anything else.
Her left hand lifted, moving towards his outstretched palm, but he caught her by the wrist and kissed her instead - filling himself with her. With everything he could not keep.
She inhaled shakily. Her hand pressed against his arm, pushing him back.  Back - only for a second - before curling her fingers into his sleeve and pulling him close again. 
He knew this love. It was theirs.
They put their foreheads together, exchanging breath. Tears streamed freely down both of their faces. He buried himself in the nape of her neck.
He knew this love. It would kill them.
He stood. She couldn’t look.
At the door, he paused. Turned once. Then left.
She sat at the table long after. Refusing to open her hand. Refusing to accept the key.
The monitor kept humming. The baby’s breathing, a metronome.
“You never need to knock,” she said under her breath. “I love you.”
She closed her eyes. That perfect morning in New York.
I always knew you’d find me…
And now.
…I just didn’t think you’d leave.
She swept the letter off the table.
A thin metallic clink as the key hit the floor.
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Elizabeth,
I am sitting here at our kitchen table, writing while our baby sleeps. He has your eyes. He’s perfect. We did that one thing perfectly - Kiran, our little ray of light.
Elizabeth, I’m leaving.
I am doing this for him. For you. For us. 
Not because I stopped loving you. Never that. To me you are love.
You were my invitation to life - past tense because it happened, because we happened. Not past tense because it’s over. 
When I looked at you, I saw forever. A perfect home where everything belonged. 
I can see you now that you looked at that certainty and saw a perfect cage. You need space to be whole. You always have.
Your love contained me. Mine suffocated you.
I wish more than anything that we had infinite time - time to decide what kind of parents we are going to be. Time to figure out how to make love be enough for us. I know it could have been.
I want Kiran to know his parents loved each other - desperately, impossibly, truly. That we tried so hard it nearly killed us. That sometimes love isn't about staying.
I'll always be his father. We will find a way to make it work. I'll be at every birthday, every soccer game. I’ll teach him every dumb hobby I have.
Maybe you were right back then on the frozen sidewalk - maybe hate would’ve been cleaner. But I have never had it in me to hate you. I’ve only ever been capable of loving you. You are the one who made my life feel real. 
I love you. Present tense. Always tense. Every tense that exists.
My key is on the table, but you know I never needed to keep it. Take the apartment. You were always my home, Elizabeth.
I hope you never have to love anything the way I love you.
Forever,
Roman
P.S. The night I asked you not to fall asleep - I wasn’t trying to make the moment last longer. I just wanted to keep it. 
To close my eyes years from now and still feel your heartbeat against my palm. If I ever pray for anything, it’s for that - to remember what it felt like to love completely.

