It was 16 years ago, tonight. Sixteen years! That just takes my breath away. 
It had to have been at least 3 in the morning. I was alone, chain smoking cigarettes on the front patio of one of Vancouver’s only 24 hour cafes, staring at the darkened shop windows across the road without really seeing them. I was very deep in thought. 
There were others at a table nearby, laughing and swearing a lot. One of them was beat-boxing, and he was actually pretty good. Inside, the place was fairly packed, as it always was. Mostly with other students, heads bent over textbooks or hammering away on laptops; but there were also the nocturnal regulars. The tiny Chinese dude who sold hot coconut buns at the nude beach in the summer;  the couple from Amsterdam who were here every night, rolling up joints openly at the table without a care in the world, then slipping out the back to smoke them one by one; and there were also the African guys – I had the impression somehow that they were brothers - who always sat at the table by the window, laughing loudly and telling very animated stories in Zulu, or maybe Swahili? 
[bookmark: _GoBack]As for me, I was 22 and on my own for the first time ever, really.  I had been in town for a grand total of 3 and a half weeks: very much still a stranger in this strange town. I had come here to this café most nights since I had arrived from Toronto; running away from heartbreak, and my very dysfunctional family.  My newly earned independence in Vancouver felt both liberating and devastating. In truth, I was completely adrift and, though I didn’t see it at the time, terribly lonely and fragile.
Just then, a taxi pulled up directly in front of me and a carload of drunk people tumbled out. I watched their awkward and comical attempt to exit the cab one-by-one, in a detached sort of way, until it slowly dawned on me that these were people I knew, though hardly.
I had come to Vancouver specifically because I had been accepted to the theatre school here, and these drunken bastards piling out of the taxi in front of me were classmates of mine – albeit upperclassmen I did not really know. One of them, a girl called Aberdeen, spotted me straight away and let out a friendly shout in greeting. The others saw me then too, and after a bit of introductions with a few people I hadn’t properly met yet, they all collectively decided to sit down with me, pulling a nearby empty table to join with mine to accommodate us all.
Well, this cheered me up considerably. Company always had a way of doing that. Another round of coffee appeared and conversations were overlapping pleasantly enough, when Aberdeen abruptly halted the conversation, her face suddenly drawn with apparent worry. 
“Where’s Alex?” She asked the group, peering into the café and around the table in confusion.
The others made a show of looking around themselves, in the café and down the street. 
“He was here a minute ago, wasn’t he?” asked Emma. 
“I thought he bailed when we left Granville Island,” said Matt.
Aberdeen darkened a moment in concern, but then shrugged and smiled. 
“Everything alright?” I asked her. 
She had pulled out a smoke and was trying to get it lit without any luck. I cupped my hands around her lighter to block the wind. She took a deep drag before answering.
“Oh, well, I’m sure it's fine. Alex can get a bit moody is all. He had his heart broken pretty badly a few months ago and isn’t coping all that well. I try to take care of him a bit, make sure he gets out and has some fun, doesn’t mope so much.”
She took another drag, staring off into space for a moment and then turned to me. “I just went through a pretty shitty divorce last year, so I know what he’s going through. I’m just trying to be a good friend. Look out for him, you know?”
I stared at her in amazement. 
“You’ve been married – and divorced?” I asked, incredulously. I was too young to fathom either of those things just yet. 
Aberdeen laughed at me in a not unkind way, and nodded yes. “We were married for 5 years. Divorced last year.”
“How old are you?” I asked bluntly, trying to work this out. She couldn’t have been more than 25. 
Aberdeen opened her mouth to reply but was drowned out when suddenly a chorus of drunken greetings were being shouted at someone, who was evidently approaching from behind me. I turned to crane my neck to see who it was, and that is the moment I locked eyes, for the very first time, with Alexander McNair.
 

I had seen him before, of course, but hadn’t known his name. He stood out in a way that’s hard to put your finger on. He was not conventionally handsome, but that hardly seemed to matter in his case. I’d seen him at school in the theatre student lounge, with the others, rehearsing Shakespeare or eating lunch, laughing uproariously. He was the type that seemed to always have a circle of people around him, hanging on his every word, waiting for the next witty remark or impersonation. He always seemed to have his arm around one or another of the girls in his class too. 

Our eyes locked for a beat, and then another, as he approached the table, and I remember thinking: I know you from somewhere. He stood a good head above all the other guys there that night, with his dark curly hair and broad frame. His face broke into a smile easily, but his eyes, so blue, did look a bit tired and withdrawn. Given that it was nearing 4am, I figured that was fair enough.
Was this the “moody” guy who had had his heart broken a few months back? It seemed unlikely.
“Where’ve you been then, you slippery vixen?” demanded Kevin, slapping Alex on the back as he circled the table to find a seat. “We thought we lost you at the Arts Club.”
“No such luck, sorry.” Alex grinned, and winked at Aberdeen next to me. “I rode in, but had to stop for gas on the way.”
He nodded his head in the direction of a blue motorbike, parked next to a VW campervan halfway down the block. My eyes shot back to him in silent assessment. Had he been drinking with the others, and driven here on his motorcycle?
Alex’s eyes locked with mine again, as if he could hear my thoughts.
“Haven’t had a beer since 11 or so. I’ve been drinking water since midnight.”
I gave him a small smile of acknowledgement, and he suddenly reached across the table toward me, hand outstretched.
“I’m Alex,” he said, turning the full force of his smile upon me. “I don’t think we’ve been properly introduced. You’re Renee, right?”
That took me back a bit. I hadn’t expected him to know me, though it wasn’t such a stretch to see why he did. 
The theatre program at Vancouver College was a small one, to put it mildly. Thousands of people audition each year from all across the country, vying for a spot in the well-respected Acting stream; but each class only has room for a maximum of 16 students. Add to that a bit of mathematical probability for dropouts and those who are kicked out, and the total number of students in the entire program had to have been less than 60 or so.
I smiled back at Alex and reached across to shake his hand. It was a chilly night, but his hand felt as if he had been sitting by a fireplace for the past several hours. I was suddenly aware of how cold my hand must feel in his and I became self-conscious, though I did my best to hide it. I glanced up to meet his eyes, then quickly away again. His gaze was penetrating. 
“Yes, I’m Renee,” I managed to mumble, looking back into those eyes again. He was holding my hand a bit longer than is usual. The warmth of it was travelling up my arm. “Nice to meet you, Alex.” 
He released my hand with another dazzling grin, and held my gaze for a moment longer before turning to Kevin beside him and joining in the conversation already in progress that seemed to have something to do with Hallowe’en, which was coming up next week. 
I blinked and recomposed myself before turning back to Aberdeen, who was asking me how I was enjoying my first term at the school. 
Sixteen years ago, tonight. I can hardly believe that.


Two hours and 3 cups of coffee later, Aberdeen, Matt, Emma and Kevin hailed another taxi and piled back in, heading home, in somewhat less drunken fashion than they had arrived. The sky was lightening in anticipation of sunrise, but it was still very dark. I stood up from the table I had occupied since midnight, stretched and yawned. 
“Bye, Renee! Bye, Alex!” they all shouted through the windows of the departing taxi.
Alex waved to them casually from his seat next to me at the table. He looked very comfortable and in no rush to move on.
“Well,” I began, looking down at Alex’s curly mane from above. “Seems it’s time to head off, being that it’s morning and all. Sleep might be a good idea, come to think of it.”
I gathered my jacket and shoulder bag and avoided his eyes then. I was feeling more than a little bit nervous - the fact that he had not immediately departed with the others was not lost on me. We had spent the vast majority of the past few hours immersed in deep conversation with one another to the exclusion of all others. I hadn’t been expecting that. 
After some chit chat with Kevin and Matt about the Hallowe’en party at Courtney’s next week, Alex had promptly come around the table and plonked himself down in the empty chair to my right. He seemed, without ulterior motive, to be genuinely interested in getting to know me, and had asked me question after question about myself: where I came from, why I had chosen to come to British Columbia to study, how I was faring so far at school, when my birthday was, what my favourite flavour of ice cream was. No, really. I hadn’t had anyone pay me that kind of undivided and generous attention in, well, probably ever, if I’m honest. In exchange, I had wanted to know all about him, too. And he had obliged charmingly, though modestly.
He was born on Christmas Day in 1974, and raised in the wealthier suburbs of Vancouver’s West. The youngest of 8 (!!), Dad was an airline pilot, flying jumbo jets internationally, and mom a homemaker. He had dabbled in acting since childhood, but was still torn on whether it was a profession he could really take seriously. He seemed to be going through a crisis of identity and had thought many times since beginning at the college whether he should just drop out and get his piloting license instead; get himself a “respectable” career, like his Dad. His favourite colour was green and favourite ice cream, Tiger Tail.
“SEVEN brothers and sisters??” I cried in amazement. “Are you Catholic?”
He laughed at me and I blushed, realising how rude that sounded. 
“No, not Catholic. My parents just couldn’t keep their hands off each other, apparently,” he joked, then added: “I was a bit of an accident. There’s 8 years between me and my next eldest brother.”
To this, a bit of a shadow crossed his face, but quickly disappeared. 
“What about you? Do you come from a big family yourself?” he asked.
I told him that I’m an only child for the most part, though I do have half-brothers from my Dad’s second marriage, these being much younger and who I don’t see very often. The next thing I know, I found myself somehow telling him my entire complicated and messy family life story, warts and all. He listened to me talk with a look of total focus on his face, interjecting occasionally to clarify some point, or to exclaim over some detail. Asking more and more questions and genuinely seeming to find my answers very interesting and entertaining indeed. I wouldn’t have ordinarily considered myself to be funny, but he had burst out in loud, generous laughter many times while I talked. 
I caught myself then, noticing that this kind of attention he was giving me had a bit of an intoxicating effect. I was not accustomed to sharing so freely about my personal life with someone I had only just met. But there was something there about him that made you just want to open up and tell him everything he wanted to know. In the back of my mind somewhere I acknowledged that I was feeling rather attracted to him, and that awareness frightened me more than a little. 
“So, wait, you have a half-brother living in the Philippines?” Alex interrupted suddenly. “And two Dads?”
“Well, three, actually, if you include my step-father,” I said, judiciously. “But I don’t really count him. My mom only married him last year.”
Alex sat back in his chair and gave a low whistle. He stared across at me, considering.
“You are a fascinating girl, Renee.”
I blushed again, for the second time that night. “Not really,” I said with a shrug. “Just really messed up.”
He chuckled then, darkly, and stood up. “Aren’t we all. Excuse me for a moment.”
I watched him turn to go inside toward the bathrooms at the back. Examining his departing figure, I noted with admiration the way his jeans fit just so, how his hair was a tad longer than was trendy, and how incredibly tall and broad he actually was. He had to have been at least 6’2”.
Aberdeen tapped me on the shoulder and I whirled around, completely busted watching him walk away.
“How’s it all going?” she asked, with a twinkle in her eye. “I haven’t seen Alex so chatty in weeks!”
“It’s going well, really.” I confided. “He’s very easy to talk to.”
“That he is,” she agreed, with a peculiar expression on her face. I helped her light another cigarette and she glanced over my shoulder into the café behind me before whispering a warning so quiet I wasn’t sure she’d actually said it at all. 
“Be careful.”
The next instant he was leaning over me and placing a fresh cup of coffee in front of me.
“Cream and two sugars, right?” he said with a wink. “Now, tell me more about these 3 Dads of yours!”


“Did you have a boyfriend, back in Toronto?” he asked suddenly, taking me unawares. 
We had been talking about his motorbike, and all the places he had gone road-tripping that summer since purchasing it. It was a pretty abrupt segue. 
I took a sip of my coffee and paused before answering. This was not something I was ready to talk about yet.
“I did,” I said, quietly. “I don’t anymore. What about you?”
I knew that I was treading on dangerous ground here, given what Aberdeen had said. Still I figured it was a fair enough question, since he had asked me first.
“No, no boyfriends here,” he joked, swallowing a steaming gulp of coffee. “None in Toronto either.”
I studied him for a long moment as he stared into his mug absently. For once, I did not speak to fill the silence. I just watched him. It seemed a very long time indeed before he lifted his head to look me in the eye again. His blue eyes held mine as he seemed to be weighing up whether to continue or not. Finally, he did.
“I had a girlfriend. A very special one. But we split up a few months ago now. Her name is Carolyn.”
His voice shook at the end there, as he spoke her name. Quite to my horror, I felt my eyes suddenly welling up in sympathetic tears, moved as I was by his obvious pain and vulnerability. Not wanting to embarrass him or myself, I blinked the tears away and composed myself for a moment before responding. I cleared my throat and nudged him gently with my foot under the table before speaking.
“My ex’s name is Tyler. But we broke up a year ago. I moved here to get away from him, because seeing him every day was breaking my heart. Theatre school was just an excuse.”
Alex stared at me for a long while, and then, very slowly, his face split open in that wide smile once more. 
“Aren’t we a fine pair?” he said wryly.
“I love a good pity party,” I replied.
He held up his mug then and we toasted each other silently, before he put down his coffee, slapped his hands on the table and leaned forward with a grin on his face.
“Right! What’s your favourite ice cream flavour?”







