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Chapter 1


I smile as I drive the fancy red convertible toward our romantic getaway. I love the feeling of the wind blowing through my hair, which I’ve tied up with a sophisticated scarf so it doesn’t get too wild. The scarf complements my summer dress—and the car—just perfectly. 

The weather is also perfect, not too hot or too cold, and the sun warms my bare shoulders. I can feel the air getting fresher away from the city. 

And then, of course, there’s the handsome man sitting next to me—the love of my life. Our first meeting was the stuff of fairy tales, and everyone says we’re a great couple. I can’t wait until tonight, when we’ll drink champagne in a hot tub together under the starlit sky.

Mmm. That sounds lovely.

Of course, I don’t know the man’s name. Or exactly how he looks. Because it’s all in my imagination. 

In my experience, there are two types of people in the world: those who always see things exactly as they are and those who imagine the possibilities. I’m definitely the latter, and I’ve always had romantic fantasies, much to my mother’s disappointment. 

Now, don’t get me wrong. I might not be in a convertible or have my soulmate beside me—I’m alone in my old Toyota, with the windows rolled down—but life is pretty good. It’s late July, and I’m headed for a week-long vacation. For free. My mom and her two best friends recently bought a vacation home on a small lake, more than three hours outside of Toronto. I’m going to sunbathe and swim. Roast marshmallows over the fire and make s’mores. Read outside as the wind rustles through the trees and the birds chirp. 

Driving on this two-lane road surrounded by forest and rocky outcrops, it already feels like I’m a million miles from the city, but I’m still a good distance from my destination. And my mother.  

Oh God.

Suddenly, it really sinks in.

I’m going to spend a week with my mother.

I love my mom, don’t get me wrong. She’s the only close family I have. But she’s best in small doses, and I’ve been so focused on the excitement of going on holiday that I haven’t thought enough about the reality of it. 

When I drive through a small town, I pull into the Tim Hortons parking lot, deciding to delay my arrival just a little. I buy a box of twenty Timbits and a coffee, and I lean against my car as I indulge myself, starting with a chocolate glazed Timbit. After swallowing the donut-y goodness, I wash it down with coffee. The caffeine and sugar seeping into my veins help a little, but just a little.  

I can’t believe I’m willingly spending so much time with Ma. 

I glance down at my shirt. It’s sleeveless, pink, and frilly…and she’ll hate it. Somehow, that didn’t cross my mind when I put it on this morning. I selected one of my favorite shirts because it makes me feel cute, but perhaps, subconsciously, I was rebelling.

Sighing, I reach for another Timbit from the box on the hood of my car. Sour cream glazed this time. 

Yep, one week with my mother and her friends. Her friends’ kids—Erin, Zoey, Neil, and Robbie—will also be there. Aside from Robbie, I haven’t seen them in a while. We’ve drifted apart, and not everyone lives in Toronto anymore. 

The more I think about it, the more worried I am. But when Ma excitedly told me about this plan a few weeks ago, I was focused on the image of me sunbathing and reading by an idyllic lake.

And now I’m mainlining coffee and donuts behind a small-town Tim Hortons. A girl of five or six walks by with her family and sends me a judgmental look.

In response, I chug the rest of my coffee, but there’s not much left. I consider buying another large coffee, but given it’s four o’clock, that’s probably not a great idea, so I comfort myself with two birthday cake Timbits instead and get ready to finish the drive. 

Inside the car, I crank up the AC and sing along with Katy Perry as I pull out of the parking lot, hyping myself up for imminent doom. I’m not usually so negative, but everything is different when it comes to my mother.

I’ve never been the kick-ass daughter she desired.

At last, I pull up to the address that I entered into Google Maps. I’m not too familiar with the area. We’re a ways from Haliburton, which is the closest town I know. 

As I take a look at the large house before me, I wonder if I’m in the wrong place. This isn’t a cute lakefront cottage; it’s a luxurious summer house of stone and wood and glass—lots of windows to enjoy the views—that looks like it was constructed in the past five years.

But then I see my mom’s car. I’m definitely in the right place. I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised; after all, my mom does quite well for herself.

My heart beats quickly, which I blame on the coffee. I pop one last Timbit into my mouth, then grab the box, as well as my suitcase from the trunk. Head held high, I walk to the front door and knock.

No answer. 

Huh. 

I walk around to the back, but I doubt they’re here. My mom and her friends are never quiet when they’re together, and it’s very, very quiet. 

Behind the house, there’s a large patio, which is dotted with a variety of chairs, and steps leading down to a dock. Not a person in sight. 

I check my phone and realize I missed a text from my mom: Zoey is driving us to the local bar. Back door is open.

Ah, that explains it. I feel a moment of sympathy for the townspeople, who will now have to endure my mother and her friends, but that feeling is quickly replaced by the thought of reclining in peace and quiet with a book. Neil, Robbie, and Erin aren’t slated to arrive today, so it’s just me. 

I take my stuff inside and look around. There’s a large living room area with a high ceiling, comfy couches, and…ooh! A stone fireplace! Not that we’ll be needing it at this time of year, but already my mind is spinning fantasies about being snowed in with a handsome boyfriend. Cozied up under a large blanket, sipping hot chocolate. 

And perhaps those fantasies aren’t completely impossible. I might be allowed to come up here without family and friends on a weekend when no one else is using it. I wouldn’t want to actually be snowed in, but being here when there’s a little snow on the ground could be fun. I’d tell my boyfriend that we have to snuggle for warmth, and he’d happily indulge me.

Next, I head upstairs with my suitcase. There are quite a number of bedrooms, and one has a sign with my name on it, in my mother’s handwriting. When I step inside, there’s a double bed, a small dresser, and a bedside table. 

Best of all, on top of the bedside table is a collection of snacks from H-Mart—my mother is known to express her affection with food. I’m about to open a bag of chips when I recall that I just ate a bunch of Timbits. Maybe I’ll save these for tomorrow.

Back downstairs, I grab a can of cider from the well-stocked fridge. Though I brought some booze with me, it’s not cold. Then I head to the patio with the cider and my e-reader, and I select the most comfy-looking lounge chair under an umbrella. I wiggle my toes and twist my body from side to side, stretching out after the long drive. Yes, this is the life. It’s just as good as my imagination—aside from the fact that I’m not holding hands with the man of my dreams.

I start reading a novel about the princess of a small, fictional nation. Ma would hate it. She hates all things princesses and fairy tales, and she wouldn’t let me have such toys when I was growing up—I had to go to my best friend Jaime’s house to play princess. It was emphasized that a knight in shining armor, a prince, or an ogre was never coming to save me. Love was a lie, and I could only count on myself. I was supposed to be strong and independent, in the way she defined those things.

But my early years were a little rough, and dreaming of something different offered a bit of an escape. It always has. It doesn’t give me unrealistic expectations, in my opinion; it helps me cope.

And believe it or not, I was named for a princess. Princess Leora, the main character in The Balloon Tree. My mother used to read it to her little sister when they first came to Canada from Hong Kong. When my mother got pregnant with me, her parents kicked her out and she was forbidden from seeing her sister. So I was named for a character in her sister’s favorite book, even though, for as long as I can remember, my mother hasn’t been the sentimental sort. She never even bought that book for me—no, I had to sneak it out of the library when I was in grade one.

I read the first chapter of my romance novel, but I’m not as into it as I’d usually be. I’m too distracted by my surroundings.

I look toward the lake. There’s a house on the other side, which appears to be much smaller than this one, and somebody’s paddling in a red canoe. There’s also somebody swimming toward the dock with a powerful front crawl. 

I stand up, put on my flip-flops, and head down toward the water. Yep, this guy is definitely making his way toward the dock, and I’m not sure what to do. Ma, Tanya, Dee, and Zoey are all at the bar. Maybe Zoey brought a boyfriend that I didn’t hear about?

Shaking my head, I reject that possibility. It would be foolish to subject a significant other to Ma, Tanya, and Dee. Having said that, Zoey is Dee’s daughter, and Dee is the most reasonable of the bunch and—Oh my.

The Asian man briefly rests his arms on the wooden dock before hauling himself out of the water. I can’t help staring at the water sliding down his bare arms and chest. Those very wet blue swim trunks.

I snap my gaze up to his face. Sharp features, dark eyes, eyebrows slightly drawn down as he squints at me.

My heart is pumping fast, and this time, I don’t think it’s due to the large coffee or the thought of spending a week in the same house as my mother.

“Hi?” I say.

“Hi, Leora.”

At the sound of my name from his lips, I lose my balance on the dock.


Chapter 2


Who is this gorgeous man?

Apparently, he knows my name, but it definitely isn’t Robbie Choy, Tanya’s youngest son. I saw Robbie at a club last year, when I was out with some friends. It was just before midnight, and I was on the crowded dance floor, feeling the pounding rhythms in my body as I moved freely—perhaps assisted by the two overpriced drinks I’d had earlier. A man came up and started gyrating real close to me. Even in the low light of the club, I recognized him. When I said, “Hey, Robbie”—yelling to be heard over the loud music—he looked at me in horror and backed away quickly, knocking down two other women in the process. 

No, I think this man is Robbie’s brother, Neil.

He catches me before I fall into the lake, his wet arms hauling me upward with ease.

See, Ma? Sometimes men do save you.

“It’s you, Leora, right?” he says.

“Yes,” I say breathlessly. “It’s me.”

My romantic fantasies from earlier in the day return—except now, rather than a generic man, this guy plays the role of my boyfriend. Sitting next to me in a convertible. Snuggling me under a warm blanket by the fire.

He frowns as he sets me upright. “I was told you were coming tomorrow.”

And with that, the fantasies fly out of my head.

Neil runs a hand through his black hair, a notch between his eyebrows, and oh God, that arm. He’s two years older than me, so he must be thirty now, and he looks different from the last time I saw him a decade ago. He’s filled out, and his features have been sharpened to perfection.

And he doesn’t look as happy to see me as I am to see him. 

“Well, you were told wrong. Surprise?” I say, making jazz hands.

“I thought I’d have the evening alone.”

“Sorry to interfere with your plans.” I’m trying for sarcasm, but I don’t think I quite pull it off. I blame it on all the caffeine and sugar coursing through my veins from the ten—I mean two—Timbits that I ate earlier. Plus, the shock of nearly falling into the lake.

Cool lake water actually sounds pleasant now. This has everything to do with the warm weather, and nothing to do with Neil’s nearly naked body, of course. But I’d prefer to get into the lake in a dignified fashion: wearing a bathing suit, rather than jean shorts and a pink shirt.

Neil steps away from me, lips pursed, and grabs a towel from the grass. The towel is plain gray-blue, which is honestly baffling to me. Isn’t the fun of beach towels that they’re brightly colored? With starfish, sailboats, or similar?

But apparently, that’s not Neil Choy’s cup of tea, and I suppose it fits with what I remember of him as a kid.

Once he’s dried himself off, he puts on his glasses, and I’m so shocked that I nearly fall into the lake again. Somehow, he looks even better with his glasses on, his towel slung around his neck. I swallow hard.

“Is something stuck in your throat?” he asks. “You’re making strange noises.”

“Nope, nothing at all!” I say cheerily. “So what were you planning to do while our mothers are away terrorizing the townspeople?”

I swear his lip quirks up the tiniest bit before he grunts. “I was going to have a drink, read a book, and then grill a steak.”

“Ooh, sounds fun! I’ll join you.”

“Uhh…” 

“Okay, I get the hint,” I say. “You want to be alone and have a nice date with yourself. Say no more. I won’t get in your way at all.”

He regards me for a moment. I bet he’s thinking, I don’t believe you. 

Fine, yes. When we were kids, I did enjoy getting on Neil’s nerves—beginning with the Flamingo Incident when I was six—but if he doesn’t want to be social, if he wants to enjoy his last few hours of peace—

“No, it’s fine,” he says. “You can join me. We can…catch up.”

“The idea sounds as appealing to you as an ingrown toenail.” Oops. That just popped out of my mouth. It would have been better to say something unrelated to, well, toenails. “Or a beach towel covered in prancing unicorns.”

He looks thoroughly puzzled. “Ingrown toenails and beach towels? What are you talking about?”

“There are two types of people in the world. Ones who get beach towels with brightly colored unicorns or starfish—”

“Starfish I understand. They’re…beachy.”

I glare at him for interrupting my worldly wisdom, but it doesn’t work too well because I’m also trying not to laugh at Neil saying “beachy.”

“As I was saying, there are two types of people in the world. Ones who buy beach towels with brightly colored unicorns or starfish, and ones who buy plain, dull colors.” I look pointedly at the towel draped over his shoulders, then get distracted by his arm muscles.

“And you’re the former, and I’m the latter?”

“Precisely.”

He’s quiet for a moment. “What does this have to do with anything?”

Alright. I think I’ve been going on about this for too long. “We don’t have to catch up now if you don’t want to,” I say. “I wouldn’t want to disrupt your plans, and I’m sure there will be time later, since we’re here for a week. At least, I’m here for a week.”

“I wouldn’t have said it if I didn’t mean it.”

The way he looks at me makes my skin prickle. You see, I’ve always been attracted to the sort of man who buys plain beach towels. The more serious and reserved sort of guy.

“Sure,” I say.

He nods and starts up the stairs to the patio. Before opening the back door, he picks up the can of cider that I’d set beside my e-reader and scowls.

“What’s wrong?” I ask.

“Apple flavor is listed as an ingredient.”

“So?”

“I’ll make you something better.”

“If you insist, Mr. Bartender,” I say with an exaggerated bow, and if I’m not mistaken, his lips twitch again.

He heads inside the house, and I take a seat on a lounge chair and text Jaime to let her know I’ve arrived safely. The signal’s not bad here, actually. I read a few pages of my book before Neil re-emerges, wearing a striped polo shirt and khaki shorts. He’s carrying two glasses, each garnished with a slice of orange. He sets my drink on the table beside me, and I immediately pick it up and take a sip.

“Mmm,” I say. “What is this?”

“A negroni.”

“Thank you for saving me from my poor taste in cider.” I hold up my drink in his direction before taking another sip. 

He sits down on the lounge chair on the other side of the small table. In his hands is a paperback with an ominous cover. I bet someone gets killed in that one.

“So, what are you up to these days, Neil?” I ask. “You’re an architect in Ottawa, right?”

I haven’t seen him since I started university—he’s been going to school and working away from Toronto—but I’ve seen his mother, and I know a little about him. I also follow him on Instagram, though he only posts a picture once every few months, and never photos of himself.

He grunts. “I moved to Toronto a few months ago.”

“Yeah?” I admit I’m pleased to hear that. “What sort of projects do you do?”

“A lot of condos these days.”

“You married? Got a girlfriend, boyfriend, anything like that?”

He shakes his head.

Okay, maybe I shouldn’t have asked that quite yet. I don’t want to be too obvious.

But I can’t help a smile from spreading across my face, and it grows stupidly large when I take in his corded forearms. I imagine him tucking a pencil behind his ear as he gets up from a drafting table—do architects still use drafting tables?—and takes me in his arms.

Then my thoughts drift to the reason we’re both here at this vacation home: our mothers.

You might think my mother would have casually—or not so casually—tried to play matchmaker with the hot, unmarried son of her best friend, especially since we now live in the same city.

But she never said anything, and I’m not surprised.

Just like my mother didn’t want me to indulge in the fairy-tale fantasies that many other little girls had, she was determined to set herself apart from other moms. Some Asian mothers, like my maternal grandma, think their daughters shouldn’t date at all until finishing multiple university degrees and starting a career. Then they should quickly settle down with an appropriate man. But my mom is anti-relationship, so she would never tell me to get married and have kids. 

Not for the first time, I wish Ma were like some other mothers—the grass is always greener, as they say. But I just can’t help wishing she’d tried to set me up with this cute, frowning guy on my left.

Then I pick up a Timbit from the box, which I set on the table earlier, and pop it into my mouth. “Want one?” I shake the box in Neil’s direction. “I’ve got so many great flavors. Sour cream glazed, chocolate glazed, birthday cake…”

“No, thank you.”

Donut holes probably aren’t sophisticated enough for negroni-making Neil. I suspect he’d be horrified to learn that when I mix a drink for myself at home, it’s usually a fuzzy navel: orange juice and peach schnapps. 

Maybe I’ll save that little tidbit for later.
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We spend an hour reading side by side. Well, I spend about half the time reading, a quarter of the time closing my eyes and enjoying the breeze on my face, and a quarter of the time covertly admiring Neil in his polo shirt as he reads his book. (See, kids, fractions are fun!)

At exactly seven o’clock, long after we’ve finished our negronis, he sets his book on the table. “Time to grill the steak.”

“Do you have enough for me?” I ask.

“I have two. I was saving one for when Auntie Dee cooks…”

I bark out a laugh. “Yeah, I don’t blame you.” Though I haven’t been subjected to Auntie Dee’s cooking in years, it’s hard to forget.

“But you can have it,” he says.

“Are you sure?” I put a hand to my heart. “Such a great sacrifice on your part.”

He grunts as he stands up. “How do you like your steak?”

“Medium rare. Accompanied by Timbits.”

He does not deign to respond.

By seven thirty, our moms are still absent, and Neil and I are sitting at the table on the patio with our steaks, grilled corn, and grilled peppers. My steak is the very definition of medium rare, cooked to perfection, and Neil has made us another kind of cocktail as well. Something with lemon that’s not too sweet. 

“So, uh,” he says, “if I remember correctly, you’re an elementary school teacher?”

“Yep. Grade two.” I pause. “To the great disappointment of my mother.”

“Because you’re not making enough money and she doesn’t like you being in a female-dominated profession?”

“Correct.”

He nods and looks thoughtful. I appreciate that I don’t need to explain my mother to him. Sometimes that gets exhausting.

“Well,” he says, “I can easily imagine you with a class of seven-year-olds. I suspect you’re good at it.”

“Why, Neil Choy, did you just pay me—of the Timbits and unicorn beach towels—a compliment?”

“It did pain me greatly,” he says dryly. “But things that are considered feminine are often devalued and…”

Intelligent words are coming out of his mouth, but my brain is struggling to piece them together. I’m struck by how much I like this man. I can easily picture us together on vacation several years from now, just the two of us. A quiet dinner by the water, his arm around me—and, ooh! Let’s add a sunset. 

I rather doubt he’s having such romantic thoughts about me, though, even if he’s staring at my mouth.

My lips are about to curve into a smile, but then I hear tires crunching on gravel and a car door opening. A very loud voice shouts, “Leora! We’re back!” 


Chapter 3


When I tell people that my mother is Henrietta Leung, the usual response is, “Oh, the woman on the billboards?”

Yeah, that’s my mom.

She’s a successful real estate agent, and she’s got her face plastered on billboards and buses and benches in the Toronto area. A lot of people know who she is, particularly in the Chinese community.

I’m proud of what my mom has been able to accomplish; she’s succeeded even though life has been tough for her. She was a teenager when she came to Canada, and a few years later, she met my father. 

Once upon a time, Ma did want a man to save her. She felt like she was drowning under the weight of her parents’ expectations. They kept telling her how they came to Canada for their children and how she needed to be a good role model for her sister.

My father was a married man, a businessman from Hong Kong who traveled regularly to the Toronto area. Ma hadn’t known he was married at first, but then she got pregnant, and he confessed he had another family but would leave his wife and be there for her.

Then he disappeared, never to be heard from again, when she was six months along. And she was all alone and had to drop out of university, her parents having disowned her. Though they eventually began to talk to her again, their relationship has always been strained. As has her relationship with her sister, who blamed my mom for the increased scrutiny she faced from their parents as a teen.

As I grew up, I felt guilty at times. I knew that I was, in a way, the source of the rift between Ma and her family. I knew that if I hadn’t existed, things would have been different and she would have been able to finish university and she wouldn’t have screaming matches every time she spoke to her mother.

And because of that, sometimes I was very obedient. I didn’t want to cause more trouble for her.

Eventually, however, that became impossible because she was trying to mold me into someone who wasn’t me, and she was just so weird. Yeah, yeah, all teenagers think their parents are weird, but nobody else seemed to have a mother who was quite like mine. I could see how some of it was a reaction to the trauma caused by her own parents. She didn’t want me to suffer the way she had.

I grew up in an area with a large Chinese population, and many of the other kids in school—not all of them, but many—had rather strict parents. My mother, on the other hand, let me go out with friends and didn’t demand perfect grades; she just told me that good grades might give me more opportunities, but there were other pathways to success outside of university. Marriage, however, was not something I should aim for, but she acknowledged that many people had “needs” and sex would probably happen and could I please demonstrate that I knew how to roll a condom onto an eggplant? (She’d bought extra for this purpose.) Ma was big on safe sex, and when I went off to university, she also told me to get on the pill if I needed to. 

I suppose I’m thankful for her attitude there, despite the awkwardness of those conversations, but being against romantic relationships…forever? Not just until I was finished high school or university, but…forever? Telling me to never, ever get married rather than, I don’t know, educating me about unhealthy relationships?

Other kids could bond over dealing with their parents, whereas when I tried to describe my mother to other people, they just looked at me like I was a wacko. 

Sometimes it pains me when I see those billboards with her face. Because in addition to success, I see expectations. Different expectations than her parents had for her, but expectations nonetheless. Not that she thought I should have the same career as her, but she wanted me to be some sort of successful businesswoman, and that’s, well, not me.

And she never nurtured my romantic, fanciful side. 

When Ma’s working, she dresses in pantsuits, but when she comes around to the back of the vacation house, she’s wearing shorts, a faded New York City T-shirt, and a big visor. She looks a little unsteady on her feet, and her short hair is a bit of a mess. She’s followed by her friends Tanya and Dee. 

“Leora!” she shouts again as she approaches me. Ma is always loud, but she’s particularly loud after she’s had a few drinks—though that doesn’t happen often. “What are you wearing?”

Tanya hugs her son from behind, but Ma doesn’t hug me; instead, she fingers one of the frills on my shirt and wrinkles her nose. She sees such clothes as too feminine and, therefore, weak. 

I don’t bother acknowledging her question. “Hi, Ma! How was the bar?”

“Aiyah, everyone was wearing flannel! In this weather!”

I agree it’s too hot for flannel. But knowing my mother, who has a tendency to fixate on tiny things and blow them out of proportion, there was probably only one person wearing a flannel shirt.

Indeed, Tanya calls her out on it. “That was just one man.”

They bicker about this for a while, in the way that my mom and her friends always bicker, and I smile—in part because the conversation is now directed away from me, but also at the familiarity of it all. 

“Leora, I thought you were arriving tomorrow,” Tanya says. 

“Why would you think that?” Ma asks. “I told you she was coming today!”

“No, you didn’t.”

And with that, they’ve got a new topic to argue about.

I look over Ma’s head to see Zoey walking toward the table. Two years younger than me, Zoey used to follow me around and get on my nerves at times, but I suspect a lot has changed in the last decade.

With that thought, I sneak another glance at Neil’s forearms. But it’s only the briefest of glances because I don’t need Ma or her friends, one of whom is Neil’s mother, to notice me checking him out. And I don’t mention that I nearly fell in the lake when he said my name.

“Anyone want a Timbit?” I ask, holding up the box.

The remaining Timbits are demolished in sixty seconds, my mother and her friends descending on the box like a pack of hungry wolves. I catch Zoey’s gaze, and we share a chuckle.

“This is quite the place,” I say, gesturing to the house.

“We worked so hard in life,” Ma says. “Now, time to enjoy it!”

“If you could do it without shrieking in my ear, that would be grand.”

“Ah, why are you such a grumpy stick-in-the-muck?”

I get even grumpier when Ma grabs my glass and takes a healthy swallow of my cocktail. She rarely hugs me, but for some reason, she likes sharing my drinks.

“Make me one of these,” she demands.

“I didn’t make it. Neil did. And, uh, maybe you already drank enough?”

“Wah, one more drink while we play mahjong!”

Another argument ensues, this one about whether they should play regular mahjong, with four players, or three-player mahjong.

“Norman’s not coming, right?” I interrupt, looking at Dee.

She shakes her head. “He’s fishing with some friends. Leora, you can be our fourth player?”

“No, I’m tired from the long drive and all those Timbits.”

“Zoey?”

“I’ll pass,” Zoey says. “Going to sit by the water.”

“Good plan,” I say, then look at Neil to see if he’ll join us, but before he can answer, Ma cuts in.

“Neil, you must make us some drinks,” she says.

He agrees, Dee gets out the mahjong tiles, and Zoey and I head down to the dock after dousing ourselves in bug spray. We take off our sandals and stick our feet in the water. 

Yes, I may be used to corralling a group of seven-year-olds, but for some reason, dealing with my mom and her friends is way more exhausting. Besides, I’ve been on summer break for the past month.

Neil comes down a few minutes later and sits beside me.

“I can’t believe you made them more drinks,” Zoey says.

“Very weak drinks,” he replies. 

I’m acutely aware of the fact that we’re only a few inches apart, and it would be easy to “accidentally” knock my knee against his.

I’m actually rather looking forward to the next week, despite being in close proximity to my mother. I hadn’t seen Neil Choy in a while, but after a few hours, I’m already half in love with him and…

I slap a mosquito away from my shoulder, then freeze.

This is a problem of mine: I have a tendency to quickly fall for unsuitable men, if they shoot me a sexy scowl and barely quirk their lips. It’s been less of a problem in recent years, but I have no desire to go back to my old ways. It’s not like I ever expected a man to save me…but maybe I didn’t expect enough of them. See, rather than setting up unrealistic expectations, my romantic side has made me in love with the idea of being in love, and when I was younger, perhaps I was a little desperate. 

 Yet despite some bad experiences, I haven’t sworn off love with age; I’ve just become a little smarter about it, a little more cautious, even if my daydreams are still sometimes over-the-top. Love is something I want, but I shouldn’t rush into it, and considering anything with Neil would be a bad idea.

First of all, the man seems to be barely tolerating me, though that might describe his interactions with a lot of people.

But more importantly, he’s Auntie Tanya’s son. My mom is weird about me wanting a relationship at all, but with Neil? She’d be even weirder about that.

And it’s more than it being awkward—what if it screws up their friendship? There are endless possibilities for a messy situation, especially since Ma has never been particularly kind to my boyfriends, and Tanya wouldn’t react well to her treating Neil like that. Tanya’s also pretty anti-relationship, and I’m not sure what she’s like with her sons dating.

No, even if Neil was interested, I couldn’t do it. Auntie Tanya is one of Ma’s two best friends, and it’s not as if Ma has siblings and parents she can lean on. 

Unlike Ma, Tanya was born in Canada to Toisanese parents. She got married soon after she graduated from university, and when they had two small children, he walked out, leaving her for a younger woman and rarely seeing his own sons.

Dee married the son of a family friend in Taiwan, and they came to Canada when Erin was a baby. She left him not long after Zoey was born. I have my suspicions that her ex was abusive, but my mother has never told me the details.

When I was young, I had lots of friends whose parents had also come from Hong Kong, but I always felt a bit different from them, raised by a single mother and not knowing my father. I know Ma felt that way, too, but with Tanya and Dee, she found the support she needed. Three mothers raising their kids alone. Three women who’d sworn off men, although Dee has since remarried—she and Norman have been together for about ten years. I wouldn’t want to do anything to get in the way of that friendship.

And besides, I hardly know Neil as an adult. I’ve teased him about his towel and complimented his cocktails and steak, and we’ve talked a little about our lives. It’s not like there’s much there. I was getting way ahead of myself with my romantic fantasies—which is just like me. But at least now, I’m able to be logical about it.

I glance at his profile, admiring the sharp angle of his jaw, then snap my focus to the stars that are beginning to light up the sky. 

Better to admire the twinkling stars than Neil Choy. 

It really is lovely up here, and I’m determined to enjoy it, despite the untouchable man sitting next to me and the fight I can hear breaking out over mahjong. Neil’s probably still annoyed I interrupted his time alone, even if he was a gentleman and made dinner for me.

Alright, I won’t entertain more romantic thoughts about him. 

Nope, instead I’ll remind myself of what happened the very first time we met, which was also the day that Ma made me a promise. 
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The day I was introduced to Neil Choy, more than twenty years ago, I slapped him.

I was six years old, and it was New Year’s Eve. Ma said we were going to visit her new friend Tanya for a small party, and Tanya had two boys about my age, and wouldn’t that be fun?

I admit I was confused. I hadn’t realized grown-ups had friends.

Ma laughed when I told her that and said yes, she’d been pretty busy and hadn’t had time for friendship, but adults could indeed have friends. Tanya had another friend who was going to be there as well, and this friend had two little girls.

Something was different about Ma that day. She seemed similar to how I’d felt before my first day of grade one. Nervous. 

When Ma parked the car in front of an unfamiliar house, she turned to me and said, “One day, when you’re older, we’ll have a house like this, okay? You’ll have your own bedroom by the time you’re ten, I promise.”

Ten? I could barely imagine being that old. And the only home I’d ever known was a tiny one-bedroom unit in an apartment building. So I didn’t think too much of it, but Ma was speaking as though this was Very Important.

She held my hand as we walked up to the house, and in her other hand, she carried a bag with fancy chocolates, plus things to keep me entertained: a coloring book, a pack of crayons, and a stuffed hippo that I’d named Sparkly Bum, even though he did not, in fact, have a sparkly bum. She told me to be on my best behavior, then rang the doorbell.

When the door opened, Ma introduced me to Auntie Tanya. I remembered to behave, so I said “Nice to meet you” and held out my hand. Tanya pointed out Robbie, who looked about my age. He was running around the house with his arms outstretched, as though pretending to be an airplane.

I didn’t feel like pretending to be an airplane, but then Tanya pointed out another boy—Neil—who was sitting at a small table and drawing.

This I could do.

I took off my shoes, and Ma removed her gift from the bag. I marched over to the little table, bag dragging on the ground, and took out my coloring book and crayons. 

“What are you drawing?” I asked Neil. 

He showed me his paper. He was drawing a house, but he had done it in a fancy way that made it look 3D. He explained, in a serious tone, that the teacher had shown them how to do this when they drew log cabins as part of their pioneer unit. When he demonstrated it for me, I felt so grown-up. I knew how to do grade three things now! He also said I could use his paper and pencil crayons—he had a big box of Laurentien ones.

I looked back at my mother, sitting on the couch, and she nodded at me with a smile, so I figured I was doing okay. I decided not to try anything that Ma wouldn’t approve of, so no princesses or fairy tales. I would draw animals instead. 

First, I drew an elephant. Then a lion, followed by some flamingos, which I’d seen during our class trip to the zoo.

When I looked at Ma again, she didn’t notice me. She was talking—about adult things, I presumed—and laughing in a way that I hadn’t heard before. There were no men here. Did Neil and Robbie not have a dad, either? Or was he just away for the evening? I wasn’t sure whether I should ask Neil.

Robbie was still running around and pretending to be a plane. Ma had said there were girls coming, too, but they hadn’t appeared yet. It was just me and Neil, and truth be told, I was getting bored of how he never looked up from his paper. He’d been drawing buildings before, but now he’d moved on to Power Rangers, and I wasn’t really into Power Rangers.

“Neil,” I said, “let’s draw something together.”

He didn’t look up. “No.”

“Please. A big ocean with lots of fishes!”

“No.”

“Hmph. You’re no fun.”

I would hate to be told that I was no fun, but Neil seemed completely unbothered by my words.

As time passed, I was asked if I wanted some juice and a snack, but otherwise, it felt like no one was paying attention to me. When Neil got up to use the washroom, I grinned and decided to play a little trick on him. I turned his paper toward mine and drew a pink flamingo on top of one of his Power Rangers—I’d gotten quite good at drawing flamingos, if I did say so myself. Then I returned to my own drawing, but I kept glancing up.

Where was he? Why was he taking so long?

At last, Neil returned, and I tried not to smile as he looked at his drawing and frowned.

“You ruined my drawing,” he said, his eyebrows dipping together.

“I didn’t ruin it. I just added a flamingo.”

“You shouldn’t have done that. It’s my drawing.”  

“What’s going on?” I assumed that was my mother’s friend. It didn’t sound like Ma.

“She drew on my Power Ranger!” Neil said.

I couldn’t believe it. He was a tattletale. What was wrong with him? All I’d done was add a little color to his work. He should be thanking me and agreeing to draw an ocean together. 

But he wasn’t doing those things.

Frustration building, I reached across the table and slapped his cheek.

Yep, I was a brat.

“Leora!” Ma shouted.

Neil hadn’t needed to tell on me that time; she’d already been watching. A moment later, she was by my side, pulling me up from the table, saying that I should know better than to hit someone.

“I didn’t hit him! It was just a slap!”

She did not appreciate that answer. “You’re supposed to behave around our new friends.” 

Neil’s mom went over to him, and he brushed her off and said he was fine. He just wanted to get back to drawing.

Ma was still berating me when the doorbell rang, and soon, there was another woman and two little girls, one older than me and one younger. Erin and Zoey. 

I didn’t pay much more attention to Neil that night, but the next time I saw him, I was on my best behavior.

Ma did indeed succeed at her grown-up friendships, and we saw quite a bit of Neil, Robbie, Zoey, and Erin after that. Neil and I weren’t best friends, but we started playing together. Frequently board games: Scrabble, Mastermind, that sort of thing. I didn’t have any siblings to play with, and Robbie had no interest in such games. Other times, Neil would be reading or sketching, and if nobody else was entertaining me, I’d bug him—though I never slapped him or drew on his paper without permission again. 

One year, he was really keen on developing his Mastermind strategy, and I was the only one who had the patience to play as much as he wanted. Eventually, he was always able to get the code within six guesses.

Ma also succeeded in buying a house by the time I was ten; she still lives there today. And after we moved in, Auntie Tanya, Auntie Dee, and their kids were our first guests.
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As I look at Neil now, I imagine telling younger me that, one day, I’d be wildly attracted to Neil Choy. Even when I was a teenager with plentiful thoughts of sex and romance, I would have chuckled at the idea. I just didn’t see him that way. 

Our mothers’ laughter carries down from the house, and I remind myself once more of why it would be too complicated to consider anything with him.

My mom, who never told me that I was the cause of her problems, even though my existence dramatically altered the course of her life. Who never made me feel like I was unwanted, even if I wasn’t her version of the ideal daughter.

She needs those women she’s fondly arguing with right now, and I would never do anything to jeopardize their friendship. 

By the time I retire to my bedroom, it’s well after eleven, and even though I don’t need to eat the chips from H-Mart that my mom put on my bedside table—the ones that she knows are my absolute favorite—I can’t help it.

I open up the bag.


Chapter 4


When I awake at six thirty, there’s a smile on my face. I’m on vacation, and I’ve probably got a few hours of peace and quiet before everyone else wakes up. 

After washing up, I change into shorts and a T-shirt. I throw on a hoodie, just in case it’s a little cool, and head downstairs. Not surprisingly, nobody’s in the kitchen. I hum to myself as I make some coffee, then go outside with my mug and e-reader.

Once again, my attention is drawn to the lake. It’s a little misty, but I can make out someone kayaking not too far from the shore. In fact, they’re heading this way.

Abandoning my coffee and thoughts of reading, I go down to the dock and admire Neil’s powerful strokes. When he reaches the dock, he smoothly gets out and says, “Hi, Leora.”

I’m pleased to report that this time, I don’t nearly fall in the lake. This time, I know exactly who the handsome man coming out of the water is, and I’m not surprised he says my name. Maybe it also helps that he’s not wet and shirtless, though he sure does look good in that life jacket.

Yes, this man actually rocks a PFD. Impressive.

“Everything okay?” he asks.

No, everything is not okay.

Because I swore I wouldn’t think about Neil like this anymore, and I’ve been up for a grand total of twenty-five minutes, and I’m already lusting after him.

Good job, Leora.

Somewhere nearby, hidden in the mist, a bird is singing. I wonder if it’s a mating call, or whether it’s the wrong time of year for that.

“Uh, yeah!” I say at last. “Everything’s just peachy.”

His eyebrows rise slightly, and he says nothing.

Which compels me to keep talking. “Lovely morning, isn’t it? I always wake up early, even on weekends and holidays. What about you? When did you get up? Did you sleep well?”

God, I sound silly.

But I don’t want to impress Neil, so who cares? He’s just an attractive guy who’s unfortunately related to my mom’s best friend—and who I slapped twenty-odd years ago. Nobody special. 

Though it really is hard to meet men these days. The last guy I matched with on a dating app tried to mansplain Chinese food (WTF?) and NFTs to me, and I haven’t bothered in months. 

Neil is wearing an inscrutable expression and not answering any of my questions, and the silence is a little uncomfortable. 

I fumble for another topic. “I didn’t know there were kayaks up here. Is this your kayak? Or did one of our mothers buy it?”

“My understanding,” Neil says, “is that there was a very long conversation about watercraft, culminating in the purchase of three one-person kayaks and a canoe.” He gestures to a small boat shed before walking to the shore. He doesn’t pass all that close to me, but the dock isn’t wide, and it’s enough that I have to catch my breath afterward. Enough that I have to shove away thoughts of trying to figure out what’s underneath that serious exterior.

I don’t have to wonder about what’s underneath that life jacket, though, as I saw him shirtless yesterday and—

What’s wrong with my brain this morning?

“Get it together, Leora,” I mutter, slapping my forehead.

Neil frowns. “What are you doing?” 

“Damn mosquitos!” 

I’m impressed with myself for that cover. Very believable, right? Much better than telling him that I was slapping my head to rid it of thoughts of his shirtless chest.

“And I’m looking at that loon!” I add for good measure, gesturing vaguely toward the opposite shore of the lake.

Neil frowns again. “There aren’t any loons.”

Ugh. Should have just stuck with the mosquito. I’m tempted to argue with him, but knowing my luck, he’s a world-renowned amateur birdwatcher who will call my bluff.

So instead, I say nothing and hope he’ll forget about this incident soon, but once again, knowing my luck, he won’t.

I head up the stairs and sit down with my e-reader and lukewarm coffee.
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Half an hour later, the mist is mostly gone and the sun is out. I’m still reading alone on the back patio, enjoying the crisp air, the scent of pine, and the lack of street noise. I like living in Toronto, but it’s nice to get out of the city. Yes, my mother will be up soon to critique my outfit, my choice in reading material, my career, or similar, but right now, I feel like I can cope with anything. Being up here really is rejuvenating, even if it takes a little effort not to think about Neil Choy. 

At that thought, I glance inside and freeze.

I rub my eyes and look again.

Nope, I wasn’t imagining it. Neil really is standing in the living room, ironing a shirt. And since his shirt is on the ironing board, he’s, uh, shirtless.

I look up at the sky, convinced someone up there really has it in for me. Then I attempt to return to reading, but I’m unable to focus. My gaze is inevitably drawn elsewhere, so I abandon my book and step inside. 

To be honest, I didn’t know I had a thing for men ironing until thirty seconds ago, but now I really have a thing for men ironing. Maybe it’s partly because it’s not something I’ve seen before, although I’m sure many men do iron their shirts. Few men probably do it in these circumstances, however.

Neil sets the iron down and looks up. “Would you feel more comfortable if I put on a shirt?” He glances around, looking for a non-wrinkled shirt, I presume.

“No, no, it’s fine.” You’re fine.

“I thought you were engrossed in your book,” he says.

“I was. Until…” I nod at the ironing board. “Look at you, ironing your shirt on vacation.”

“It was creased after being in my suitcase.”

“Mm-hmm. It would be such a terrible thing if you wore a slightly wrinkled shirt.”

“It would,” he says solemnly.

I can’t help wondering whether he means that…or whether he’s just playing with me. And his gaze lingers on me, just like it lingered on my mouth last night. My breath catches. I imagine we’re—

No. I will keep my distance, and I will not flirt with him. I. Will. Not.

“Did you bring the iron and ironing board with you?” I ask.

“I did. Hotels usually provide you with one, but we’re not staying in a hotel.”

“We’re also not going out for nice dinners that require us to look our best. I don’t think the loons and deer will judge you for having a little wrinkle at the bottom of your shirt, Neil.”

“That’s what you think,” he says, still solemn. “The very real loon you saw earlier will definitely judge me.”

I burst into laughter. He does have a sense of humor!

Or perhaps I’m an easy customer today.

“Can I return to my ironing now?” he asks.

“Of course. Don’t let me keep you.” I open my mouth to add something else, but then he shifts, and I’m distracted by the hint of definition in his abs. It’s not like he has a crazy chiseled six-pack—no, it’s really just a hint of definition, and that’s more mesmerizing than anything else. It’s begging me to take a closer look…

Except, no. This guy is off-limits.

“Have you had breakfast?” he asks.

“Not yet.”

“I’ll make you an omelet when I’m finished here.”

“You don’t need—”

“It’s no trouble. I’m making one for myself anyway. Is a spinach omelet okay?”

I wrinkle my nose. “I don’t like spinach, but don’t worry, I’ll—”

“Mushroom and bacon?”

I start salivating. A mushroom and bacon omelet sounds excellent, and I’m also glad that he didn’t judge me for disliking spinach. 

“You sure know how to please a woman,” I say, without thinking.

Shit. Now I’m thinking about other ways he could please a woman.

Don’t go there, brain.

I’m careful not to look at him as I head to the breakfast bar with my phone. I consider texting Jaime, but she won’t be awake yet. I know because we’ve lived together for a few years now. She’s also an elementary school teacher, and she’s spent the summer sleeping in until nine. 

I waste time on social media until Neil enters the kitchen area and puts on an apron—of course he doesn’t want to get bacon grease on his perfectly ironed polo shirt—and starts pulling ingredients out of the fridge. He must have brought all of this stuff with him, maybe stopped at a grocery store nearby. Me, on the other hand? The most important food I brought is a bag of colored marshmallows, which are way more fun than the plain white variety. 

“Can help you with anything?” I ask.

He shakes his head. “I prefer cooking alone, but you can make more coffee if you like. I think other people are waking up.” He glances at the ceiling, and sure enough, I hear some movement upstairs. 

I try not to show any disappointment.

“Leora, are you downstairs?” my mother shouts from somewhere in the house.

“In the kitchen,” I shout back. “Why are you yelling?”

“Why are you yelling back?”

“Because you already woke everyone up, so what’s the point in being quiet now?”

Neil looks like he’s stifling a laugh.

“Henry!” shouts another voice. “It’s only eight thirty.” That’s Tanya—she’s the only one who calls Ma “Henry.”

Several minutes later, I’m pouring myself some coffee when my mother enters the kitchen. She’s followed by Zoey, who looks like being up before noon is the absolute worst punishment she could imagine.

“Tomorrow,” Zoey says, “could you not yell at such an ungodly hour, Auntie Hen?”

Ma doesn’t reply. She has her eyes narrowed in my direction as Neil slides an omelet onto my plate. Why the dirty looks?

“What were you two doing?” she asks.

“Reading outside,” I reply, “and now Neil is feeding me breakfast. I mean, not literally feeding me off his fork, but cooking an omelet for me because he offered, I don’t know why.”

When I’m in front of a class, I don’t get so foolishly tongue-tied. But my mother really brings it out in me.

And sometimes Neil does, too.

“I see,” Ma says.

I lift a forkful of omelet to my mouth and release a sigh that’s almost obscene. God, this really is a quality omelet. I wonder what kind of cheese he used. 

“Good?” Neil asks mildly.

“Very.”

I think I detect a flare of heat on his face—the sound I made really was almost a bedroom sound—and I turn away so I don’t get too frazzled.

“Did you sleep well?” I ask my mother.

“Ah, very well. Though maybe I would have slept even better if he didn’t make such weak-ass drinks!” She points at Neil, who’s cooking a spinach omelet now.

“Oh, come on,” I say. “He only made weak drinks because you were already drunk.” 

In response, Ma helps herself to a bit of my omelet. 

“Hey, that’s mine!” I protest, curling my arm protectively around my plate.

“This is good. Neil, will you make one for me?”

“First you insult his drinks,” Zoey says, “and now you want him to cook you breakfast?”

“What’s going on?” Auntie Tanya enters the kitchen and pours herself some coffee. “Neil, are you cooking for everyone?”

“He’s cooking for Leora.” Ma gives her friend a look.

“Uh, I can cook for everyone if you like,” Neil says.

“Why is there an ironing board by the couch?” Zoey asks. “Who was ironing?”

Dee walks down the stairs. “Does anyone have any ibuprofen? I have a headache.”

From all the morning noise, or is it a hangover?

I’m guessing both.

“Neil made us wussy drinks last night,” Ma says. “How could that give you a hangover?”

“I thought it was a very good drink,” Tanya says in defense of her son.

Dee puts a hand to her head. “Does anyone have any painkillers?” she asks, a little louder than before. 

“I’ll get some for you.” Zoey jumps up and lays a hand on her mother’s shoulder before going back upstairs.

“Thanks.” Dee helps herself to the coffee.

“Wah, don’t drink coffee!” Ma grabs the pot out of Dee’s hand. “It’s bad for hangovers! Check Mr. Google! You’ll see.”

“You know what else is bad for hangovers? Caffeine withdrawal headaches.”

“Aiyah, how much coffee do you drink each day?”

“Stop talking so loudly!”

As they argue about their coffee, I finish my omelet and wish for the peace of earlier. Yep, my anxiety about spending a week with my mother was totally justified. As I put the last bite in my mouth, I catch Neil’s gaze and exchange a smile with him, and suddenly, my champagne-and-hot-tub fantasies reappear—with him as my lover.

I quickly put an end to that train of thought.

Nope. I can’t go there. 


Chapter 5


“Hey, everyone!” Robbie calls as he comes around the side of the house with a big duffel bag. “Cool place you got here, Mom.”

The six of us are out back, reading—or pretending to read but actually talking—when Robbie arrives. He hugs his mother, then his brother.

There’s some resemblance between Robbie and Neil. They’re about the same height, and there’s something about their features that makes them look like brothers, but unlike Neil, Robbie is all big friendly smiles and swagger and shaggy hair.

Neil definitely does more for me.

“Hey, auntie.” Robbie bends over to hug my mother, who looks slightly startled. “Haven’t seen you in a while.” Then he hugs Dee and Zoey, saving me for last. “Good to see you again, Lee.” Nobody calls me that, but I don’t bother telling him.

“Again?” Tanya says. “When did you see Leora?”

“I ran into her once last summer.” 

Ugh, why did he have to say that? Ma and Tanya have their eyebrows raised in interest. I shoot a glare at Robbie, but he’s already turned away, and I only end up glaring at the back of his head.

In contrast, when Erin—Dee’s oldest daughter—arrives half an hour later, she just gives us all a quick greeting and asks Zoey to show her to the room they’re sharing. I barely recognize her; she looks quite different from the last time I saw her, with short, sideswept turquoise hair and large round frames. Like before, however, she favors loose T-shirts. This one has a dinosaur comic on it.

I don’t see Erin again for a couple of hours, until she comes to join Zoey, Neil, Robbie and me on the dock, where we’re escaping the shenanigans of three-player mahjong taking place on the patio.

“So, where did you two run into each other?” Neil asks me and Robbie, just as Erin sits down.

“At a club,” Robbie says.

“Yeah,” I say. “He was grinding up against me, until he realized who I was.”

If our mothers were present, I wouldn’t have said that, but I couldn’t help wondering how Neil would react—and why he asked the question in the first place.

I do think I detect a flash of something in his eyes, but it’s hard to say.

“Yeah, I didn’t recognize you at first,” Robbie says. “Then it was weird because you were kinda like my sister—okay, not my sister, but my cousin—when we were growing up.”

“I don’t know if I’d go that far,” I say, doing my best not to look in Neil’s direction. I don’t want to feel like I’m crushing—while trying not to crush—on my first cousin.

“It’s all good,” Robbie says. “Lots of girls in the sea.”

“I think you mean fish in the sea,” Erin tells him.

“Girls, fish, mermaids, whatever.”

Erin merely arches an eyebrow.

“What do you do now, Erin?” Robbie asks.

“I work for a tech company.”

“Are you a programmer or some fancy shit like that?”

“Yeah.”

Robbie whistles, and Erin looks slightly pained at the sound—even though that whistle was much less painful to my ears than some of the other things I’ve been subjected to in the past twenty-four hours. 

 “What about you, Robbie?” I ask. Last I heard, he was working in landscaping.

“I’m training to be an electrician.”

“Yeah? Good for you.”

“Was thinking of plumbing first, but that didn’t seem as sexy.”

 Erin snorts. “You rejected a career because it wasn’t sexy enough? That’s a terrible reason.”

“If you’re deciding between two things, you always pick the sexier one. That’s just common sense.”

“Common sense?”

But Robbie doesn’t seem to register Erin’s derisive tone. He’s now looking out at the lake—well, presumably he’s looking at the women in bikinis a few docks down. 

“There are kayaks here, right?” Robbie says.

“Come, I’ll show you.” Neil stands up. 

A few minutes later, Robbie is off in the kayak. It’s not long before we see him talking to the women, and it looks like they’re inviting him to hang out with them. 

“He’s such a goof,” Erin mutters.

It’s a bit weird, us all hanging out as adults. Different than it was when we were little, and yet also a touch familiar, in a way.

Just then, an ear-piercing screech rings through the air. Mahjong is getting rowdy again.

“Ah, take that, Henry!” Tanya shouts.

Zoey smiles. “Just like old times.”
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By dinnertime, Robbie still hasn’t returned, and his mom and brother don’t seem surprised. Tanya has cooked, thankfully; she’s the only one of the three of them with decent skills in the kitchen. 

“Go on! Take more!” she says to me when I’m chewing the last of my tofu. She immediately starts piling food onto my plate. We’re sitting around the large table outside, all the serving dishes in the middle. 

“Auntie, that’s enough, I’m full,” I say.

As if she doesn’t hear me, she heaps another spoonful on my plate for good measure.

Across the table, I swear Neil’s lips curve up the tiniest bit, which causes a slight stirring in my belly. Damn, why do the slightest smiles on his face make me flutter?

I’ve spent the day telling myself that he’s off-limits, but I can’t seem to quell my attraction to him. To be honest, it’s been a while since I’ve been attracted like this to a guy, and he’s already cooked for me more times than a lot of my boyfriends.

Yep, just my luck that he’s Auntie Tanya’s son.

With that depressing thought, I help myself to more of the bok choy.

“Remember when Leora pooped in a drum?”

I drop the spoon, and it bounces off the table. “Ma!”

“I don’t remember this,” Dee says, as though this is normal vacation conversation.

I, too, do not remember this.

“She was two,” Ma says. Well, that explains why I don’t remember. It was also a few years before we met Tanya and Dee. “She was toilet trained, but I guess she had to go really badly, and she thought the toy drum looked like a potty, so she flipped it over—”

“Auntie, we’re eating!” Zoey exclaims.

Undaunted, Ma keeps going. “—and did her business. I swear, I’d only turned my eyes for thirty seconds!”

Strangely, she looks at Neil after telling this story, though I don’t think he notices; he’s looking down at his plate.

Huh. Ma is good at embarrassing me, it’s true, but stories like this aren’t part of her usual repertoire. 

Despite my protests and Zoey’s protests, our mothers share potty-training horror stories for ten more minutes. Half of these stories involve Robbie, who isn’t here to object. He’s probably making out with some girl, blissfully unaware of what’s happening here.

“What about Neil?” Ma asks Tanya. “Do you have any stories about him?”

“He once shoved an uncooked noodle up his nose,” Tanya says…while helping herself to the noodles.

“Do you remember this?” Zoey asks Neil.

“I can’t say I do,” he replies.

“Do you remember the time you stuck a crayon up your nose?” Dee asks Erin.

“Yeah,” Erin says. “I thought it would come out the other nostril. I was disappointed when it didn’t.”

“Robbie stuck a Cheerio up his nose,” Tanya says. “It was hard to get that one out, but easier than the raisin.”

Well, at least this is better than talking about poop. 

“Ah, these stories are so tame.” Ma says. “I remember you telling me another story about Neil once. Didn’t  he cut open a teddy bear with a steak knife?” 

Tanya nods. “I don’t know how he got the knife—I had child locks on the drawers—but he did. He told me he wanted to see what was inside. And then he tried to eat the fluff and vomited.”

Great. More bodily functions.

“You know,” Ma says, “children being violent toward animals is an early sign of being a psychopath—or is it a sociopath? I can’t remember.”

Neil doesn’t say anything, but he has a rather pained look on his face. 

I’ve had enough. “Ma, it was a teddy bear, not the family dog.”

“It was still sweet and cuddly! And he tried to eat it, like he was a cannibal.”

So now we’re talking about cannibalism? How did we get here?

Ma really is being weirder than usual today.

“Actually,” Tanya says, “this particular teddy bear was hideous. And Neil is not a sociopath.” She glares at Ma.

“I’m sure he’s not. I was just saying.”

They exchange a look that I can’t decipher.

Deciding we need a new topic of conversation, I turn to Zoey. “You’re doing a PhD in geology out west, right?”

Dee, who has recovered from her earlier hangover, beams with pride as Zoey uses a bunch of words I don’t know. I’m really not following what she’s saying, but I don’t care, because this is a significant improvement. Neil seems to be following better than I am: he asks a few questions, and they sound intelligent to my ears, though I’m really in no position to judge.

“Oh, that reminds me,” Dee says to Zoey. “Remember your collection of dinosaur toys?”

“You didn’t throw them out, did you?”

“Of course not. I still have them. And look.” Dee pulls out her phone, and with a few swipes, brings up a picture of Zoey holding a plastic stegosaurus in each hand. Little Zoey is dressed in Spiderman pajamas that look a bit worse for wear, and she’s scrunching up her face and sticking out her tongue. “I scanned our old photos recently. I wish there had been smartphones and Instagram when you were little!”

“Oh, hell no,” Zoey says, and I nod vigorously in agreement. When I was younger, I sometimes found Zoey annoying, following me around with her plastic dinosaurs, but now I feel bonded with her in our mutual frustration with this conversation.

“Don’t worry, I wouldn’t have put them on Instagram,” Dee assures her, “but it would have been nice to have more pictures of you to share with family. And videos!”

Ma nods. “I wish I had a video of the song Leora composed for her first boyfriend. It went something like—”  

“So, Zoey,” Neil says, “what was that you were saying about the Permian-Triassic extinction?”

Thank you, Neil. 

Potty-training and cutting-teddy-bears-open stories are one thing, but if I had to hear those sappy, cringeworthy lyrics—sung by my mother—I might have expired on the spot.
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After dinner, Erin retreats to the room she’s sharing with Zoey, and Neil wordlessly makes drinks for himself, Zoey, and me. He’s not skimping on the alcohol in these ones, that’s for sure. Since our mothers are around, I try not to admire his arms as he rattles the cocktail shaker.

Zoey and I chat for a bit before she goes upstairs, and then Neil and I are alone, reading in the living room. The mosquitos are particularly bad tonight, so I’m sticking inside, while Ma, Tanya, and Dee stay out back, surrounded by citronella candles and slapping their arms every few seconds. Robbie has yet to return—is he still with those women? 

I turn in at eleven. Alone in my double bed, wishing my mother hadn’t embarrassed me at dinner, I feel like a teenager again.

I’m really not sure how I’ll survive this vacation.


Chapter 6


I awaken to the sound of rain pattering on the roof. I guess Neil won’t be swimming or kayaking in the lake this morning. 

When I head downstairs, he’s sitting alone at the breakfast bar with a mug of coffee. 

“Hi, Neil.” I walk over and pour myself some coffee. “You’re up early again.”

“I like sticking to a routine.”

“Not ironing your shirt this morning?”

“I already ironed it.” His eyes are still on his phone. 

He appears to be reading the news on a proper news website. Whereas I tend to see links to news stories on Twitter, then click on them and realize I don’t have a subscription and have used up my free stories for the month.

He sounded rather brusque a moment ago, but he looks up and gives me a small smile. “Sleep well?”

“Not too badly. And you?”

“Fine. Aside from the interruption at two in the morning.”

“What happened then?” I ask.

“Robbie finally returned.”

“Ah.”

He gives me another one of his inscrutable looks, then returns to studying his phone and drinking his coffee. 

I take a seat across from him and start my day with social media. When I make some toast, I notice that Neil seems to be mouthing words. 

“Whatcha up to?” I ask.

“Learning Cantonese.” He shows me a language app on his phone.

“Do you speak Toisanese? I can’t remember.”

I’ve only heard him speak English to his mother—and our mothers talk in English to each other because it’s the only language that all three of them are fluent in.

“No,” he says. “That’s why I’m trying to learn, but there aren’t many resources for it, and not many people speak it here anymore. Cantonese is easier to practice, and there’s more media, so that’s what I’m doing for now. I wish I could have learned when I was younger. Like you.”

“Yes, well. I suppose I’m thankful for it now, but at the time… At least you didn’t have to suffer through Saturday Chinese school.”

“We did go, for a year. Again, no Toisanese, so it was Cantonese class, and all the kids spoke it at home except me and Robbie. The teacher talked in Cantonese, and the two of us had no idea what was going on—and our mother couldn’t help us because she doesn’t know Cantonese, either. Nor can she write anything. And then Robbie got kicked out.”

“He got kicked out of Chinese school?” I laugh. “For what?”

“General troublesome behavior. He’s not great at sitting still, and it was worse when he didn’t know what was happening in class. Can’t blame him.” Neil turns his attention back to his screen.

“You could practice with me,” I say.

He scratches the back of his head and looks slightly embarrassed. “Maybe once I get better. I know my pronunciation is horrid.”

“We hadn’t seen each other in ten years, though,” I tell him. “I’m not sure when I’ll see you again.” Before I realize what I’m doing, I’ve settled my hand on his forearm. His skin is warm and inviting, and I can’t help wanting to trail my fingers upward, under the sleeve of that perfectly pressed polo shirt. Today’s is green; yesterday’s was gray.

Neil doesn’t pull back. In fact, he holds my gaze longer than he has at any point in the past two days, and now I’m almost positive: he’s interested. He doesn’t show much—a scowl here, a tiny smile there—but there’s something about the way he’s looking at me now… And our early mornings together have been nice. In a group, he doesn’t say a lot, but he talks more when it’s just the two of us.

My mother doesn’t understand such things, but despite the lack of real-life romantic examples in my life when I was young—or perhaps because of it—I longed for that kind of companionship. For someone who’d, I don’t know, just pulling an example out of thin air here, make me a bacon-mushroom-cheese omelet in the morning sometimes. Or iron their shirt while I looked on.

But thinking of long-term companionship with a guy I’ve only known for two days as an adult? I’m definitely getting ahead of myself here, which is a problem I have sometimes. Besides, he’s Auntie Tanya’s son—a fact that I have to keep reminding myself of every fifteen minutes or so—and pursuing anything with him could blow up in my face. I should return to having romantic fantasies about a nameless man, rather than fantasizing about Neil Choy.

I pull back my hand.

Neil’s eyebrows draw together. “Is something wrong, Leora? What’s on your mind?”

Well, I definitely can’t tell him what I’m thinking about, so I fumble for something intelligent to say instead.

“Did you actually cut a teddy bear open when you were a kid?” I blurt out.

A smile tugs at the corner of his mouth. “Is that really what was on your mind?”

“I was just wondering. You know our mothers have a tendency to exaggerate, though I noticed you didn’t object as she was telling the story.”

He shrugs. “Because it was true, yes. I wanted to see what was inside.”

“And you ate some of the fluff?”

“I was a curious kid. I also dissected Robbie’s stuffed duck. If he’d been here for dinner last night, he probably would have shared that story.”

“Oh?”

Neil shrugs again. “It was a squeaky duck, and it annoyed me because he squeezed it twenty-seven times an hour. So I took the squeaker out, and Mom wasn’t even mad at me.”

“I take it you were a little older than when you performed the steak-knife dissection on the teddy bear.”

Another faint smile. “Just a little.”

“Wow, you really were a monster as a kid,” I say. 

“Is that what you remember?” He tilts his head to the side. “Me being a monster? As I recall, you were the one who slapped me.”

“Not my proudest moment, but I just wanted your attention.”

“Ah.” At that, he looks down at his phone.

Oh, shit. Am I acting like a kid again? He was quietly reading the Globe and Mail, and I sat down across from him and asked him questions…

“Sorry!” I hold up my hands. “I’ll go outside—no, I won’t, because it’s raining, but I can go back to my room and leave you in peace with your Cantonese lesson. I should have realized…”

I trail off as he grabs my hand and puts it back on my mug. 

“You can stay,” he says, “and you don’t need to be quiet. Just no more questions pertaining to the horror show that was last night’s dinner.”

His fingers are still brushing against mine, making it a little hard to process his words, but I’m pretty sure that’s what he said. 

“Got it.” I swallow as I look at our hands. “My mom really has been a little more extreme than usual, hasn’t she?”

“I agree. What…”

The question dies on his lips as someone clears their throat from behind me. I immediately shove my stool back from the breakfast bar, as though I’d been doing something illicit. Unfortunately, I topple off the stool and onto the wooden floor.

“Leora, what were you doing?” Tanya asks, standing over me. “Cocaine?”

“Yeah, I was doing cocaine with my morning coffee, thanks for asking.”

“Really?” she screeches.

No, I was touching your son in a G-rated manner.

“Of course not,” I say. “Sorry, you startled me.”

“What’s going on down here?” My mother has emerged from upstairs.

“Your daughter is snorting cocaine. She brought drugs to our vacation house!”

Does Tanya seriously believe that? What the hell is happening right now?

“Mom,” Neil says, “Leora wasn’t doing anything strange. I was here the whole time.” 

“Then what is this white powder?” Tanya demands.

Great. Now everyone is examining the small amount of sugar that I spilled on the counter earlier, when I was making my coffee. Such a small amount that I didn’t even notice before. 

“It’s obviously sugar,” Ma says. “Tanya, you should get your eyes checked!”

“If your hands were shaking when you poured the sugar,” Tanya says to me, “then maybe it’s because you do too many drugs!”

Why is she attacking me like this? Honestly, I wish I’d brought something more than a little alcohol to help me survive this trip.

“Aiyah!” Ma says. “She’s a schoolteacher.”

Huh. Ma usually isn’t proud of that fact, but she sounds proud now.

“So?” Tanya puts her hands on her hips. “I read about a teacher who was caught shooting up behind a portable at recess.”

Speechless, I look at Neil and shake my head. How did this situation get so out of hand? Even for our mothers, this is pretty over-the-top.

Tanya drags Ma to the front hallway, and I can hear them arguing but can’t make out the words. A moment later, there’s a little laughter, followed by frantic whispers. Weird.

The whole peaceful-morning-with-Neil thing now ruined, I go upstairs to text Jaime and watch the rain sliding down the windowpane.
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When I re-emerge from my bedroom at eleven o’clock, the rain has stopped, and the sun is peeking out from behind some clouds. Everyone is awake now, and most people are outside, except for Erin, who’s gaming in her room from the sounds of it, and Dee, who’s on the phone in the living room.

I step onto the patio. 

“Ah, Leora, you’re back!” my mom exclaims. She and Tanya are sitting at a table, looking at something on my mother’s phone. They aren’t arguing about my drug habits, so that’s good. 

“It’s nice out now.” I tip my head toward the sun.

“It is,” Tanya says. “Neil, why don’t you get us some firewood?”

“I’ll go!” Robbie jumps up from his chair. 

“No, not you. Neil.”

“Why?”

“Because you already get out enough,” Tanya says. “Neil is the one who’s a homebody.”

“I’m not home right now,” Neil says, tensing a little. “I’m away on vacation.” He’s rolled out his plain gray-blue towel on a lounge chair and is sitting on top of that.

“But still! Good for you to get some exercise.”

“Do you want me to actually chop firewood? Or go to the store to buy it?”

I get lost in fantasies of Neil chopping wood in a perfectly pressed shirt—or, preferably, without one—for a few seconds before my head returns to the conversation.

“Why on earth do we need firewood?” I ask.

“To roast those marshmallows you brought,” Ma says.

Good point. I’m very much looking forward to that. “But I thought I saw some firewood the other day?” I can’t remember where, but I could have sworn I saw it.

“It’s wet from the rain.”

“Right.” I turn to Neil. “I’ll go with you.”

“Only one person needs to get firewood,” Ma says before he can answer. “Besides, you need to do the dishes.” She gets up, takes my arm, and starts walking me toward the back door.

My eyebrows shoot up. “Gee, you’re really following traditional gender roles here. The man goes to get the firewood, and the woman does dishes? It’s not like you.”

“Why can’t you just do what I say for once?” 

Yeah, I’m not great at that.

I glance around and can’t find Neil. He must have left while Ma and I were arguing.
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I look very cute in my bikini, if I do say so myself. It’s pink with white polka dots, and the bottoms have a little ruffled skirt. 

When I come downstairs in my bikini, of course Ma doesn’t approve.

“You’re wearing that?” she says. Yeah, my mom hates polka dots, ruffles, and the color pink. She can be exhausting. “Don’t you have another bathing suit?”

“Nope!” I say cheerfully.

“Aiyah! What is your problem, Henrietta?” Dee asks. “You look hot, Leora.”

“Thanks, auntie.”

Ma clucks her tongue. “You’ll be too cold down by the lake. The rain cooled everything down.”

Yeah, from 32°C to 29°C. “Still warm enough for a bikini.”

She shakes her head and shoves a large T-shirt, which she just so happened to have sitting on the couch, in my direction.

I hold it up. It’s a color that could best be described as “puke.”

“Uh, thanks, Ma,” I say, rolling my eyes.

“And take this.” She holds up a large visor that’s at least as hideous as the T-shirt.

“I already have a hat.” I shake my cute straw sun hat with a pink ribbon.

“This is better!”

“How? They’ll both do a good job of shielding my eyes! This hat has a big brim.”

“This is better,” she insists.

“I agree,” Tanya says as she walks into the room. 

“What’s wrong with you two?” Dee asks. “Leora’s hat is just fine.”

Ma merely sniffs.

Since this nonsense argument could go on all day, I leave. At the back door, I slide my feet into my flip-flops, and thankfully, Ma doesn’t complain about my choice of footwear.

Seriously, what’s going on with her? She’s usually content to just criticize my clothing, rather than thrusting alternatives into my hands. Unless we’re shopping together, but I try to avoid that as much as possible.

Outside, I head down to the lake with my towel, e-reader, phone, and the offensive hat and shirt. I sit in one of the two Muskoka chairs by the water. Alas, Neil isn’t outside to see me in my bikini, but he returned from his firewood expedition not long ago, and I suspect he’ll emerge from his room eventually.

I text Jaime.

Me: Auntie Tanya’s son is cute, but I can’t go there. You know what my mother is like when it comes to my boyfriends.

Jaime: Haha

Jaime: Sorry, I shouldn’t laugh.

Me: I wish I had your parents instead. Your mom would be pushing me and Neil together.

When you’re a single woman over twenty-five, there are two kinds of mothers: those who are desperate to set you up, and those who want you to stay unattached.

Actually, there’s a third type: those who don’t interfere in your love life at all. In fact, those are probably more common than mothers like Ma, but I don’t have any personal experience with them. Though possibly Dee would qualify?

Jaime: My mom also would have freaked the fuck out at the thought of you kissing anyone before graduating from university. 

True, but it’s not like my mother was perfectly cool when I was a teenager. I had to endure many lectures on the dangers of relationships and falling in love, even if she treated a little kissing and sex as inevitable.

I’m sure many teens would love to have a mom who’s relatively laid back about casual sex, but I’ve always had fantasies of the romantic variety. I think part of the reason I dated so much in high school was rebellion: I wanted what she didn’t want me to have. It just made relationships more alluring. 

I talk to Jaime for a few more minutes before I start reading. I’m interrupted, however, when Neil appears beside me on the dock, wearing swim trunks and carrying a plain green towel. 

“Hey,” he says.

“Hi.” 

I think his gaze lingers on my chest, but it’s hard to tell in the bright sun. My gaze is definitely lingering on him, though. On those faintly defined abs, which I last saw when he was ironing. On the slight swell of his bicep in his lifted arm.

And then he sets down his towel and jumps into the lake.

As I watch him swim, an idea comes to me. Entirely too gleeful, I swap my colorful unicorn towel with his green one, which I set underneath me on the chair.

When he climbs back onto the dock twenty minutes later, I almost forget about my mischief because I’m distracted by the sight of him coming out of the lake again, water sliding down his chest, wet hair a little mussed.

He grabs the towel sitting in the location where he left his, and he’s in the middle of drying off when he freezes, then holds the towel out in front of him.

“Is this your towel?” he asks.

“Yep!” I say cheerfully.

“Hmm.”

“It’s clean, don’t worry.”

“It feels soft and…fluffy.”

“Did you just compliment my unicorn towel, Neil Choy?”

He responds with the slightest arch of an eyebrow, and it sends a frisson of heat sizzling down my skin—heat that has nothing to do with the warm weather.

Yep, I can’t seem to help wanting him, and it’s not just physical. I’ve spent more time with Neil now, time when it’s just the two of us, and that only makes me want him more. 

I force myself to focus on my book instead.


Chapter 7


“We have a great plan!” Tanya exclaims later that afternoon, when we’re all scarfing down snacks on the back patio. 

I am, of course, deeply skeptical of this “great plan,” since our moms have been so over-the-top lately. Erin, who has finally emerged from the bedroom where she’s been gaming, looks equally skeptical.

“A scavenger hunt!” my mother says, clapping her hands. She’s now wearing the visor that she tried to make me wear earlier. “We’ll all be in pairs. Tanya and I have already picked the teams, and we’ve also made the list of items to get.”

“That seems a little unfair,” Zoey interjects. “You made the list, and you’re also going to participate?”

“Don’t complain. You get to be my partner! Dee is with Erin, Tanya is with Neil, and Leora is with Robbie. Here are the lists.” Ma hands one list to each pair. The lists are written in her messy handwriting in blue pen. 

“How did you pick the items?” Dee asks.

“I used Google, plus some of our own bright ideas.” Ma taps her head.

I start reading the list aloud. “Dinosaur egg. Mermaid. Pinecone. Foreign currency. Alcohol with a cool label. A music video. Something tasty. Something blue. Something from the ’90s.”

“Thanks for reading it out loud,” Zoey says. “I was having trouble deciphering that one.”

“My handwriting isn’t that bad!” Ma protests, giving Zoey a light slap on the shoulder. 

“Don’t slap your partner, auntie!”

I’m sure they’re going to get along just great. 

To be honest, this doesn’t seem too bad. I’ve already spent quite a bit of today doing not much of anything, and I wouldn’t mind exploring the area a little.

“Should we start with the alcohol?” Robbie asks as we get into my car. “Make a trip to the LCBO?”

“First, let’s see if there’s a brewery around here.” I pull out my phone. “Maybe we’ll find something a little different there.”

I locate a brewery about twenty minutes away. We’ve got three and a half hours, and if I were super competitive, I might think that twenty minutes was too far to drive for one item, but whatever. It’s vacation, and Robbie seems similarly relaxed about the whole thing, which is good. 

We end up getting more than one item at the brewery. Well, I get more than one item while Robbie flirts with the woman working at the bottle shop. You see, it turns out that the beer names here have a theme, and that theme is dinosaurs. I find a can of Maiasaura Maibock—the can shows a nest of dinosaur eggs, one of them hatching. For the “cool label,” I grab a Jurassic four-pack. The dinosaur featured on each bottle presumably lived during the Jurassic Period.

We’re on the outskirts of a small town, so we drive in and stop at a store, where we buy a blue watering can and some Coffee Crisps. Thanks to a tree beside the parking lot, we also get a nice-sized pinecone. 

I spot a sign for a garage sale. “Ooh, let’s go there next. They might have something we can use.”

Sure enough, they have a collection of VHSs for fifty cents each, and I grab one of Jumanji, the Robin Williams version.

“That movie scared the shit out of me,” Robbie says as he looks over, then returns to inspecting a skateboard. “Is ‘skateboard’ anywhere on that list?”

“Alas, no.”

“Can I buy it anyway?”

“You don’t need my permission. You can buy whatever you want.”

Robbie pays the middle-aged woman presiding over the table for the skateboard and the VHS. “You wouldn’t happen to know where we can find a mermaid around here, would you?”

She stares at him blankly for a moment.

“It’s for a scavenger hunt,” I explain. “Any kind of mermaid would be fine. Like, on a sign. A towel.”

She doesn’t say anything, but she points to a VHS of The Little Mermaid.

“Perfect,” I say. “Thank you so much.”
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When we drive up to the house, five minutes before the end of the scavenger hunt, there’s shouting, because of course there is.

“I don’t care!” Erin is saying to her mother. “I’m not singing on camera.”

“Aiyah!” Dee exclaims. “You’ve got the cool hair, plus your voice is so much better than mine.”

“How would you know? I’ve never sung in front of you.”

“I heard you singing in the shower just last night.”

“Did not!”

I feel like we’ve all reverted to teenager mode while we’re on vacation with our mothers, but I smile a bit smugly because Robbie and I have already done our music video. We filmed a short version of “Life Is a Highway” while parked at a gas station. A couple of women watched while Robbie was singing, one of them whispering that he looked “just like a K-Pop star,” and apparently, he’s meeting up with them tonight?

I turn to him. “You really do flirt with anyone, don’t you?”

He seems startled by my question, but then he says, “Yeah, why not? I’m charming, people like me.” He winks, though his expression turns a little more serious when he looks toward the house. Erin and Dee are still arguing out front. “Everyone assumes I’m casual about everything and never have an actual relationship. Which is useful, though sometimes I…” He shakes his head, and then he’s back to his regular, smiling self. 

Huh. But I don’t have time to ruminate on Robbie’s unexpected words as we start gathering our scavenger hunt items from the trunk. 

“Oh shit!” I say. “We forgot the foreign currency.” I’m not super competitive, no, but I might as well put in some effort.

I look in my wallet for any American nickels or dimes, but I don’t see any. Robbie is now absorbed in texting someone, so he’s no help. Running out of options, I grab a pen and some crumpled paper from my purse, and I make fake money with the first theme that comes to mind.

“How about you take everything around back,” I say to Robbie, “and I’ll find a unicorn horn?”

“Sure thing.”

But when I hurry inside to grab the unicorn towel that had the enviable job of sliding over Neil’s skin earlier, I run straight into a rather hard chest and fall back on the floor.

Neil crouches down. “Are you okay?”

I’m momentarily stunned by his closeness, his low voice. His dark eyes, only a foot or so from my face. The sharp line of his jaw. He looks a bit like Hyun Bin with glasses, and I really did love Crash Landing on You.

“Two minutes!” Ma shouts from the backyard.

“Yeah, I’m…” I begin, but then I register what’s in Neil’s hand, the one he’s keeping above his head, far away from me.

The unicorn towel.

“I’m so injured,” I murmur. “My…my…” I grab my knee in dramatic fashion. 

Neil furrows his brow and says nothing, but he lowers his arm slightly. 

“And my head,” I babble. “Your chest is just so, so hard, and I…I ran right into it. I think you should take a look.” I touch my temple. “And you need to use both hands.”

The corners of his mouth tilt up. “Is that so?”

The way he speaks…it’s different from how he’s spoken to me before, and it’s suddenly hard to breathe.

He lowers his hand a little more, but I suspect he knows what he’s doing. When I make a grab for the unicorn towel, he easily lifts it high above his head again. 

“Do you want something I have?” he asks.

“Perhaps.” I look at the towel…and then at his mouth.

I think it’s unconscious, but he licks his lips. Quickly, but it’s enough to make certain images pop into my brain.

Focus, Leora!

There must be less than a minute left, and I need to get that towel.

I pull down the bottom of my tank top a little, which also pulls on the neckline, giving him a better view of my cleavage. Then, hoping I’ve caused just enough of a distraction, I reach for the bunched-up towel and manage to get my hand on the corner. I pull, but he’s got a pretty firm grasp on it. When I pull again, he loses his balance and falls toward me, knocking us both to the ground. 

And then I let go of the towel. Because he’s just above me, and it’s like we’re in bed together…

Oh, fuck. I do really wish I knew what that was like, to have his careful attention on my naked body. I look into his eyes and wonder if he—

“Time’s up!” Ma yells.

“What the hell is happening here?” Tanya shouts a second later.

I immediately scramble up from the floor, as does Neil.

“She was trying to take my unicorn towel,” Neil tells her.

“Your unicorn towel?” I say. “Very funny.”

“Well, I was the last one to use it, and it was waiting for me after my swim earlier.”

Tanya grabs us each by the arm and marches us to the back of the house, as though we’re misbehaving children.

But I was having some decidedly adult feelings a moment ago.
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“Unicorn horn,” Ma says.

“Why aren’t we doing these in order?” Zoey mutters.

We’ve been sitting out back in the fading light for half an hour, and we’ve only gotten through half the list. Every time Ma calls out an item, each team presents their find, and then we argue for five minutes over how many points everyone should get for their efforts. Each item is scored out of ten, and Dee is recording the scores.

For the unicorn horn, Ma and Zoey present a long, pointy rock that looks like a stalactite. Dee and Erin have a unicorn birthday card. Tanya and Neil, of course, have my towel.

“We didn’t get the unicorn horn,” I say, trying not to sound sulky.

“What are you talking about?” Robbie asks. “We totally got it.” He holds up a chicken bone, which I assume he must have dug out of the garbage.

“Uh, right,” Erin says. “Totally a unicorn horn.”

Unsurprisingly, Robbie and I get the lowest score for our unicorn horn: three out of ten. But it’s better than zero, so I suppose I should thank Robbie for digging through the trash while Neil and I were tussling on the carpet.

God, this is a weird vacation.

“Alright, next item,” Ma says. “Something from the ’90s.”

Robbie and I present our VHS of Jumanji. Ma and Zoey present an old book. Tanya presents Neil, which makes everyone laugh.

Next is the foreign currency. Everyone has American coins except for me and Robbie, who have the weird “Mermaid Bucks” that I drew in the car.

“I’m hungry,” Zoey says. “Can we do ‘something tasty’ next?”

It’s immediately clear that the winners here will be Neil and Tanya, since Neil apparently made butter tarts sometime in the last few hours. (Seriously??)

And, okay, maybe I like him even more once I taste his butter tart.

Not a euphemism.

Ma and Zoey present donuts, which they did not make themselves but bought from Tim Hortons. Robbie and I have our Coffee Crisps. Dee and Erin? Well, they have a box of snacks from T&T.

“That’s cheating!” Ma says.

“How is it cheating?” Dee asks before taking a big bite of a Coffee Crisp.

“Because you didn’t buy those here! You bought them in Toronto, then just took them from the pantry.”

“So you can’t use stuff you already owned? Then that should be disqualified.” Dee points at the unicorn towel.

“But that’s not my towel,” Neil says. “It’s Leora’s.”

Dee clucks her tongue and turns back toward Ma. “You can’t make up new rules. Our food counts.”

This squabbling continues for a few minutes, and I sneak a peek at Neil…

…and find him looking right at me. He quickly turns away, but I know what he was doing, and my skin heats—even though our mothers are right there!—as I remember what it was like to be lying back on the carpet with him hovering above me.

Everyone agrees that the butter tarts win, and at last it’s decided that the food from T&T can count, after Dee threatens to lock it in her room if it doesn’t.

Once we’re all stuffing our faces with food—I’ve got a butter tart in one hand and a Coffee Crisp in the other—we move on to “alcohol with a cool label.” Zoey is particularly impressed with our Jurassic beer. 

“Aiyah!” Dee says. “You think that’s so impressive?” She holds up a bottle of wine with a puppy on the label, and Ma immediately starts making eyes at the puppy. She’s always had a soft spot for baby animals.

“You win,” Ma says.

“Dinosaurs are cooler than puppies,” I protest.

“But puppies are cuter. Who would you rather meet—a dinosaur or a cute puppy?”

“We were supposed to get a cool label, not a cute label. And meeting a dinosaur would be way cooler, though a little dangerous.”

“A little?” Erin mutters. “Have you not seen the movies they made about that?”

“We got vodka!” Tanya shouts. “We win. Vodka is better than wine or beer.”

“It doesn’t matter what’s in the bottle,” Zoey says. “That’s a plain, blue label. Dinosaurs win.” 

“Agreed,” Neil says, and I can’t help but be pleased about that.

Eventually, Robbie and I come out victorious with our Jurassic beer, and I pop open a can as we crowd around to watch the music videos.

 Everyone laughs appreciatively at our video. Erin and Dee’s video features a lot of yelling before Erin sings a few words from “Toxic” without any of Britney Spears’s charm or talent. Neil, to my surprise, does “If You Could Read My Mind” in the next video. There are no dance moves or attempts at dance moves. Just him, sitting on the dock and looking rather sexily melancholy. 

Abruptly, Neil—real-life Neil, not video Neil—stands up and heads inside. I think he’s embarrassed.

“You have such a nice voice!” Dee calls after him. 

“So you admit we should win?” Tanya asks. 

“Wah, I didn’t say that.”

Their argument is cut short when there’s a strange sound from inside the house. I hurry in and find Neil on the floor, next to an enormous puddle of cooking oil, a hand on his knee. 

“You okay?” I ask.

He hisses out a breath. “Yeah, just give me a minute.”

“Do you think anything’s broken? Do you need a first aid kit?”

“I’ll be fine.”

But I suspect it takes quite a bit for Neil to be hissing in pain and clutching his leg. When the back door opens and Ma enters—looking unconcerned about the man on the ground—I have a hunch I know what happened. 

“Did you do this?” I ask, gesturing to the spilled oil. “To sabotage another team during the scavenger hunt?”

“Aiyah! Why would you think that?”

“Because you’ve been acting even stranger than usual this trip.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Ma says. “And I haven’t been in the kitchen all day. Maybe it was Dee. You know how bad she is at cooking.”

I crouch down beside Neil. “Are you sure you’re okay? Do you want me to fetch the unicorn towel to comfort you?”

“Give him some air.” Ma yanks me up.

I smack into someone. Robbie.

“Hey, bro,” Robbie says to Neil. “I’m sorry. I knocked the oil over when I was getting the chicken bone—I mean, unicorn horn—out of the garbage, and I didn’t have time to clean it up before the judging started.”

Oh. I’m embarrassed that I immediately leapt to my mother plotting against someone—I’ve been particularly on edge around her this week. Perhaps I should apologize, but I don’t know how to say sorry for my bizarre accusation, so I keep quiet instead. 

A few minutes later, we’re all back outside, still arguing.

“You should lose points!” Tanya points at Robbie. “You injured my teammate.”

“I’m your son, just like Neil,” Robbie says. 

“But you’re not my teammate!”

Eventually, by some miracle, we manage to finish assigning scores to all of the scavenger hunt items. Less miraculously, we also manage to eat all the butter tarts and donuts, and I finish my Jurassic beer. 

“The winners are Tanya and Neil,” Ma announces.

“Are you sure you added the scores correctly?” Dee asks.

“You don’t trust my math skills? Add it for yourself.” Ma crosses her arms.

Dee checks my mother’s arithmetic, doesn’t find any errors, and Tanya and Neil are crowned the winners.

And I do mean “crowned”—Ma apparently has paper crowns for this purpose. Tanya is happy to wear hers, but Neil gives his crown a suspicious look before his mother shoves it on his head. 

That crown is far from quality fashion and looks like it was made by a four-year-old, but you know what?

He still looks pretty good to me.
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Later that evening, Erin and Neil make a campfire in the fire pit, and the five of us kids cluster around it as our mothers have another raucous game of three-player mahjong inside. I would take out my marshmallows to roast, but I’m still stuffed from all the food I ate earlier.

“I can’t believe we did a scavenger hunt,” Zoey says. “That wasn’t what I expected when I agreed to come here for a week. But I admit, it was pretty fun.”

“Yeah,” Erin says, “aside from the part where I had to sing on camera. I could have done without that.”

“Aw, come on, you were good!” Robbie pats her shoulder.

“Ha. Very funny.”

“Though the video could have used some dancing,” Zoey says.

“You know I don’t dance.”

“Yes, you do. Remember that one time—”

“Oh my God,” Erin says, “don’t you dare bring that up!”

Zoey turns to the rest of us. “I stole her Game Boy Advance and refused to give it back until she spent ten seconds dancing to a Justin Timberlake song. Seriously, I only asked for ten seconds. It wasn’t much.”

“But it took ten tries until my dancing met your satisfaction.”

“Well, what you were doing at first didn’t qualify as dancing.”

“I want to see your dance,” Robbie says to Erin.

She shoots him a rather scary glare, but Robbie appears unbothered. 

“I’m sure you remember it,” he says.

“I do not.”

Neil turns to Zoey. “As I recall, you stole one of my books.”

“Okay, okay, I was a little terror! I know!” Zoey covers her face. “But at least I gave your book back, unlike Leora’s rhino.”

What’s she talking about? Is “rhino” some slang that I’m too uncool to know?

But then a vague memory comes into focus. When I was little, I wasn’t allowed to have dolls—if I got one as a present, I was forced to give it away—but I was allowed stuffed animals, since those were deemed gender neutral. 

My favorites were Mr. Z (a giraffe) and Sparkly Bum. 

Again, don’t ask how I came up with those names. 

At one point, I had a rhino, too. His name was Tusky, and he was Sparkly Bum’s brother. Then one day, he went missing, and come to think of it, I do remember that being after a visit from Ma’s friends and their kids.

I was sad about the loss of Tusky and confused as to how he’d gone missing, but I was mostly over it by the next day.

“Wait a second,” I say. “You took Tusky?” 

“Is that what you called him? I just called him Rhino.”

“Creative.”

 “I’m sorry about that. And I promise, I don’t steal things anymore.” Zoey holds up her hands.

“Hey, what’s that by your foot?” Robbie asks. “Are those some mahjong tiles? Is that why there’s so much yelling inside?”

Zoey looks down at the ground.

“Ha! Made you look!” he says.

“You are so immature,” Erin mutters.

On the camp chair next to me, there’s a quiet rumble of laughter. I glance at Neil, and once I’m looking at him, it’s hard to look away. He kneels by the fire and adds another log, and when he goes back to his seat, his hand brushes my shin. I think it was an accident…but I’m not sure. I bump my knee against his. I’m not sure anyone else can see, given the darkness—at least I hope not—but he’ll be able to feel.

He doesn’t say anything, but he rests his knee against mine for a long moment, and oh my God, why I’m I getting so hot and bothered from this?

Finally, he moves, and I feel like I can breathe again. 

“How’s your leg?” I ask him. “Does it still hurt?”

“Not too bad,” he replies, looking at the fire. 

I turn my attention away from Neil, just in case anyone gets suspicious. And while I admit I have thoughts of being alone with him, I do enjoy reminiscing with everyone else, too, and I enjoy getting acquainted with the adults we’ve become. Though at times, it still feels like we’re kids, hanging out together as our mothers play mahjong. 

Perhaps I’ll survive this vacation after all.


Chapter 8


I can’t sleep.

It’s two o’clock in the morning, and I’ve been lying awake for almost two hours, my mind too busy to drift into slumber.

Deciding it’s pointless to lie here any longer, I put on some clothes and pad downstairs. Curiously, the light in the living room is on, but no one is here. Huh. I guess someone forgot to turn it off. Since I don’t plan on staying inside, I put my hand on the light switch and— 

“Hey.”

“Ahhhh!” I shriek as though I’ve heard a ghost. 

Somehow, even with the light on, I didn’t expect anyone to be down here, but Neil is leaning on the doorframe. 

“You scared me,” I say, putting a hand to my chest.

“I can see that,” he says mildly. “Can’t sleep?”

I shake my head.

“Me neither.”

We’re quiet for a moment as my heart rate comes back down, but it’s not coming down as fast as it ought to because Neil is standing there in gym shorts and a white T-shirt, and I’m suddenly very conscious of the fact that I’m not wearing a bra.

“I was going to sit by the water,” I say.

“I’ll come with you.”

“You don’t need to. It’s perfectly safe. It’s not like I’m drunk or planning to go for a midnight swim or…”

“I want to.”

The way he says that…it makes my nipples pebble, and now I wonder if it’s obvious to him that I’m not wearing a bra.

We head outside and walk down the steps. I’d planned to sit on the dock, but I change my mind and sit in one of the Muskoka chairs. Neil takes a seat in the other one.

“I have to compliment you again on your butter tarts.” I feel the need to make conversation. I can’t just sit here being aware of him next to me.

“Thank you.”

“You like baking and cooking?”

“I do. I find it relaxing. Following the steps, getting a tangible result.” There’s a rustling noise, and then he holds a Tupperware with two butter tarts in my direction.

“I thought we ate them all?” I say.

“I hid two.”

“Both for me? Why thank you, Neil.”

I can’t see his glare, but I can feel it.

“One for you, one for me,” he says.

“Yeah, you owe me,” I tell him before biting into my tart. “After stealing my unicorn towel. If we’d had that instead of a chicken bone, we would have won.”

“No, you wouldn’t have. The difference between our scores in that round was only five points, but we won overall by eight points.”

“Details, details,” I mutter, then adopt a more teacherly voice. “See, kids? Arithmetic is important.”

Neil chuckles. “I can’t believe you used a chicken bone.”

“Don’t blame me for that. It was all Robbie.” 

We don’t speak for a few minutes as I enjoy my butter tart. It really is the best one I’ve ever tasted, despite the absence of raisins. But to be fair, it’s been a while since I’ve had a butter tart, and I’ve never eaten one by a quiet lake in the middle of the night before. 

I have another bite before putting down my half-finished tart. “How was spending the afternoon with your mother?”

“Intense.”

I can’t help my burst of laughter. “Yeah, I can see that.” 

“And how was it with Robbie?”

Dammit, I wish I could see his expression right now—is he jealous? But it’s too dark out here. Although, the fact that I can’t see him properly makes it more intimate, somehow. 

I hope he’s a little jealous.

“It was fine,” I say. “More relaxing than if I’d been paired with my mother. I picked out beer, he hit on girls. I think he went to see some of them tonight.”

“He did,” Neil says, “and I heard his car return, but he never made it back to our room. I texted him to make sure he was okay, and he said he was, so…”

“Maybe he went to visit those women around the lake.”

“Yeah, that’s my guess.”

Hmm. I think of what Robbie told me earlier. Maybe we’re wrong about him.

“You know,” I say, “I used to wish I had a sibling. Someone to play with me when my mom was busy. I imagined I’d have a sister and we’d be best friends. But Ma said no, one kid was enough.” I pause. “Even without siblings or cousins, I did have you guys. I enjoyed trying to get on your nerves.”

“This isn’t a secret to me.”

I smile. “Being up here with everyone has made me think about my childhood.”

“It reminds me of the last family vacation we took with my father. We rented a cabin somewhere up north. Not sure exactly where it was, but it was a bit like here. I was only six. And then a week later, he walked out, and I wondered what I’d done wrong.” 

That’s more than I’m used to hearing him share.

“Oh, Neil,” I say.

“I know it’s not my fault he left and apparently didn’t want to be a father.”

“Do you talk to him now?”

“Once a year on my birthday. Well, the day he thinks is my birthday. I don’t bother correcting him.”

That’s heartbreakingly awful. I reach out, intending to give his hand a reassuring squeeze. Instead, I encounter his forearm and squeeze that instead. I don’t know what to say. I never knew my dad.

“When it’s my turn…” Neil is speaking quietly, and I’m not sure he’s speaking to me. “…I’ll do a much better job.”

I’m sure he will. 

I give his arm another squeeze, and I let my hand linger on his skin afterward. I shouldn’t, but I can’t seem to help it. 

As we sit in silence, I look up at the multitude of stars, the moon. Maybe if I close my eyes…
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“Leora.”

I startle as though I’ve seen a ghost (again) and open my eyes. It’s still dark out. And I’m still in the Muskoka chair, next to Neil, my hand on his arm. “How long did I sleep?”

“About an hour,” he says.

“You sat beside me the whole time?”

“Well, I wasn’t just going to leave you here alone.”

“In case I was ravaged by loons. Right.” I straighten up and pat my lap. “Oh, shit. Where’s the rest of my butter tart?”

“Here. I didn’t want it to fall.” He passes over the container. 

I return my attention to my neglected treat. I wonder if they’d taste as good if I used his recipe and made them myself, or if he has some kind of special touch.

Like…the butter tart whisperer.

That random thought makes me chuckle.

“What are you laughing at?” Neil asks.

I giggle again at the absurd visions forming in my head. “Just imagining you talking to the ingredients as you’re baking. Is that your secret?” I drop my voice an octave in a poor attempt at imitating Neil. “‘Oh, yes, sweet sugar and butter, please combine perfectly and be as tasty as possible.’”

His laughter is a low rumble, and I can’t help my pleasure at hearing that sound, at amusing him with my goofiness.

“You don’t do that?” I cluck my tongue. “I thought all the good bakers talked to their food.”

“And does the food talk back?”

“Of course. It’s only polite to do so. ‘Neil, please add some raisins so we’ll be even tastier.’” 

“Oh, God,” he mutters. “You’re one of those weirdos who thinks raisins belong in butter tarts.” 

“Your tarts would have been even better with raisins. Come on, tell me I’m wrong.”

“You’re wrong.”

“You’re just too embarrassed to admit I’m a genius.”

“What?”

“Come now,” I say, “don’t sound so shocked. I’m very smart.” 

“Just not when it comes to butter tarts. God, how could you ruin a perfectly good butter tart by putting raisins in it? It’s not proper.”

“Right. And you, Neil Choy, are very proper?”

“Of course,” he says…in a very proper voice. Maybe he’s teasing me?

Dammit, I wish I could see his expression. 

But we can use our other senses in the darkness. I swipe a finger through the gooey filling of the butter tart—the filling is just the right consistency, in my opinion, although apparently my opinion doesn’t count when it comes to butter tarts—and lean closer to him. I can’t see the exact tilt of his mouth, but I can see where his lips are, and I hold my finger to them. Press very lightly on his bottom lip.

“Well,” I purr, “I can be rather improper at times.”

For a moment, we’re both very, very still. 

Shit. I might have overstepped. I mean, I think I see him checking me out sometimes, and he stayed here for a full hour while I slept in the chair, but I’m not a hundred percent sure.

“Sorry,” I say hurriedly, pulling back my hand. “I…”

I trail off as he captures my wrist and brings my hand back to his mouth. And then proper Neil Choy swirls his tongue around the filling clinging to my finger. He does it slowly, which makes it seem particularly dirty, and my inner muscles clench. His tongue swirls over my finger again, as if to make sure he hasn’t missed anything, and then he sucks…

I release a slight moan, and the next thing I know, my finger is no longer in the warmth of his mouth.

“We should go back inside. Get some sleep,” he says brusquely, and I can hear him standing up.

Trying not to feel disappointed, I head up the stairs to the house. We enter through the back door, and we don’t bother turning on any of the lights.  

Much as I want to see his face now, I’m a little scared of it, too.

What happened? What’s going through his mind? Does he want me but thinks it’s a bad idea?

That’s probably it. Because it is a bad idea. Our mothers can make a shitshow out of anything. Can you imagine what they’d do if they caught us together?

Neil heads to his bedroom. I watch him disappear before I step into my room…and just as I’m about to shut the door, I see movement in the hallway. It’s not Neil, though. From the sliver of moonlight on her hair, it looks like Erin? 

Huh. Maybe she was using the washroom or getting a snack. 

It’s three thirty, and I think I’m even more awake than I was at two o’clock, although at least I’ve had a little sleep now. I change back into my sleep shirt and climb into bed and stare up at the ceiling…and I think of Neil doing more than sucking on my finger. Nothing more should happen between us, but that doesn’t mean I can’t have my fantasies. Just the image of his head between my legs is enough to make me almost moan again, but my bedroom is next to my mother’s, so I should be quiet.

And with that thought firmly in mind, I slip my hand between my legs.


Chapter 9


When I wake up the next morning and see that it’s already after eight, I sigh. I guess I won’t be spending any alone time with Neil this morning, although after last night’s Erotic Butter Tart Incident, who knows how awkward that would be.

And perhaps I shouldn’t spend much time with just Neil. It’s too tempting. 

There's a knock at my door as I'm getting dressed. I open it, assuming it’s my mom, but instead, it’s Zoey.

“Hey,” she says. “Want to go canoeing?”

Actually, that does sound nice. “Just give me a few minutes, and I’ll meet you outside.”

In the kitchen, I drink some coffee and eat some trail mix. I figure I should have a little sustenance before getting in a canoe, seeing as the last thing I ate was that butter tart in the middle of the night.

Nobody else is downstairs or out back. Hmm. I wonder what they’re all up to.

Zoey and I put on life jackets and get the canoe in the water. She sits in the back; I’m up front. I think I remember how to do this—sort of—and we’re soon moving forward, which is a good sign.

The first time I went canoeing, it was with my mother. I was eight or nine, and we rented a canoe on a lake about an hour out of the city. Neither of us had any clue what we were doing, and we didn’t get very far, but I do remember us laughing a bunch, and afterward, she took me out for ice cream.

Amongst the awkward memories with my mom, I do have good ones, and I appreciate all she’s done for me. 

Zoey and I don’t speak for a few minutes as we glide through the water. It’s a little foggy, but I can still see the other side of the lake. 

“So,” she says eventually, “what’s happening between you and Neil?”

In my surprise, it’s lucky I don’t capsize the boat. What has Zoey noticed?

“I’m not sure,” I say. “But it doesn’t matter. I can’t go there. Ma would be against it, and I don’t want to screw up our mothers’ friendship.” I can’t let myself forget that.

“You think that would happen?”

“Yeah. There’s lots of potential for a mess when they’re both anti-relationship, and Ma’s never the greatest with my boyfriends. I know your mother is a little different, though. Does she ever interfere in your relationships?”

“No. But if a guy ever mistreated me and she found out, she’d go apeshit on him, and I’d have to bail her out of jail.”

“What’s Norman like?” I ask. “I only met him once. At the wedding.”

“Not going to lie—it was a little weird at first for me, but we get along. I mean, we’re not super close, and he’s not very social, but I like him now. I’m glad Ma seems happy with him.”

I look upward and squint at the sun emerging from behind the clouds. What would that be like, to have a parent happy in a romantic relationship? It’s hard for me to imagine.

We paddle in silence as I try to wrap my head around the idea. 
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At noon, we gather for lunch outside, but not everyone is here.

“Where are Robbie and Neil?” Zoey winks at me before turning to the rest of the table.

“They went to a nearby park for a hike,” Auntie Tanya says.

Ah. So that’s why I haven’t seen Neil yet today.

After lunch, our mothers take out the canoe and a kayak for the first time. Ma’s canoeing skills clearly haven’t improved in the twenty years since I last went with her.

“Other way, other way!” Tanya shouts at Ma. They’re both in the canoe.

“What do you mean, ‘other way’?” Ma shouts back.

I don’t understand the shouting. They’re only a couple of feet apart, and the rest of us, who are sitting on the patio, can hear them easily. Erin has spent quite a bit of time gaming in her room, but she’s out back with Zoey and me now.

Unlike Ma, Dee is adept at paddling. She smoothly moves forward before circling back and shouting at them to hurry up. There’s almost as much yelling as when they play mahjong, and I didn’t think that was possible.

At last, their conversation, if it can be called that, fades away, and Tanya and Ma start moving in a constant direction.

“Norman likes outdoor activities,” Zoey tells me, “so my mother’s had lots of practice at kayaking. He also likes camping, but she’d never camp. He tried to get her windsurfing once, too, but that was a bit of a disaster.”

“You were pretty good, though.” Erin looks up briefly from her phone.

“Yeah, I didn’t do too badly.”

I shimmy out of my jean shorts and T-shirt to reveal my bikini, then start slathering on sunscreen. It’s not too sunny right now, but you can still get a sunburn when it’s cloudy. And yes, I purposely hid my bathing suit until my mom was gone, not wanting any further arguments about my outfit.

I’m about to pick up my e-reader when I hear a car. It’s probably Neil and Robbie, back from their hike. I tell myself to be cool and just start reading, but I can’t manage it. 

“Hey, everyone!” Robbie says, coming around the side of the house. “How was your morning?”

“Pretty good,” Zoey says. “How was the hike?”

Robbie says something, but it’s hard to pay attention to the words coming out of his mouth because I’m focused on Erin. For a split second, I swear she’s checking out Robbie, but then she puts on her sunglasses, and I figure I must have been mistaken. 

And then I hear another set of footsteps, and the back of my neck prickles with awareness.

It’s Neil, of course. He’s wearing khaki shorts and a T-shirt…and a floppy hat. The kind that’s simultaneously really good at shielding your eyes from the sun and also really good at looking hideous, especially with the chin strap. Those hats don’t look great on anybody.

Except Neil. 

There’s something rather cute and endearing about him wearing that hat. It’s very much a dad hat.

And his skin is shiny with sweat, and it’s kind of hot.

“Earth to Leora!” Zoey says, and I freeze.

Shit, I guess it was obvious that I was admiring Neil, and now I fear she’s going to ask about us again. 

Fortunately, she doesn’t say anything more.

Robbie opens the back door. “I’m gonna take a shower then grab a beer.” He disappears from view. 

“How long was your hike?” I ask Neil.

“Nine kilometers,” he says. “Here. We stopped at Tim Hortons afterward.” He holds a box of Timbits in my direction. 

“Ooh, thanks.” I open it up and notice he’s bought the same selection as I did a few days ago: birthday cake, sour cream glazed, and chocolate glazed. I don’t think it’s a coincidence; I think Neil made a mental note of my choices.

I hold his gaze for a moment, and in response, he gives me a totally bizarre look. There usually isn’t a great deal of variation in Neil’s expressions, but this one is completely different from anything I’ve seen before. Almost like he’s surprised and constipated at the same time?

“Neil, are you okay?” Erin asks.

“I think he’s exhausted from his hike,” Zoey says. “Neil, drink some cold water and have a shower.”

“Uh, yes. I’ll do that now,” he says, though he appears a bit perplexed by her words.

He strides away, and I start reading—or rather, I make it look like I’m engrossed in my book, when I’m really just savoring one of the birthday cake donuts. But I don’t want to appear available for conversation, in case Zoey and Erin are tempted to ask me questions. 

My plan doesn’t work.

“So, Leora,” Erin says, “you seeing anyone back in Toronto?”

I shake my head.

“Is something happening with Neil?”

“I asked her that already,” Zoey says. “She told me she can’t go there because she’s afraid of what would happen between their moms.”

“It’s hardly like your families are the Montagues and the Capulets,” Erin says to me. “Your mothers are best friends.”

“Who bonded over their crappy love lives,” I interject.

Since both Zoey and Erin have asked me about Neil, I can’t help worrying what our mothers have noticed. Have they picked up on me looking at him with puppy eyes…or bedroom eyes?

God.

“Fine, fine,” Erin says, “I won’t ask you about it anymore. I’ll just tease Zoey about that postdoc instead.” She waggles her eyebrows. 

“Oh?” I say. “Do tell, Zoey.”

She shakes her head. “It’s just some guy, in another lab in the department.”

“Just some guy,” Erin says, voice dripping with skepticism. “You went out for bubble tea together.”

“That doesn’t mean anything. I’ve gone out for bubble tea with lots of people.”

“Mm-hmm.”

“Stop it!”

“I barely said anything. You’re strangely worked up over this, if it doesn’t mean anything.”

“If you don’t stop,” Zoey says, “I’ll—”

“What will you do?”

Zoey grabs a Timbit from my box and throws it at Erin. It bounces off her shoulder and lands on the ground.

“Hey!” I say. “You wasted a perfectly good birthday cake Timbit.” I hold the box protectively against me to prevent any further food throwing. 

“I don’t like those ones,” Zoey says.

“How dare you?” I put a hand to my chest in faux outrage.

“Remember that huge cake we got for my tenth birthday?” Erin says. “Ma ordered a small, but they gave her a large. She didn’t want it to go to waste, so we got to stuff ourselves with cake for two days?”

“I remember that!” I say.

“I lost interest in chocolate for, like, two weeks after that.” Zoey shakes her head. “Two whole weeks.” She makes a grab for the Timbit box, but I tighten my hold on it. “I’m going to eat this one, not throw it, don’t worry.”

I hold the box in her direction, and after she takes a chocolate one, we reminisce about our childhood until our mothers return. 
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In comparison to yesterday, when we did the scavenger hunt, today was rather uneventful, even if there was a minor food fight. But just like yesterday, I can’t fall asleep.

After tossing and turning for an hour, I hear a strange noise. I think it’s just the wind—it’s a rather windy night, and it’s supposed to thunderstorm soon. Usually, I like thunderstorms, as long as I’m inside. 

But now, I’m slightly freaked out. Everything’s different here—there’s no background noise of traffic. No light pollution. Something terrible could happen, and I’d be all alone…

Aside from the other seven people in the house, that is.

Though the presence of those seven people isn’t exactly a great comfort. After all, my mother has been acting rather weird. 

When the window rattles, I nearly shriek. A few seconds later, it starts pouring, and I take deep breaths and will myself to calm down. I open the window and sniff the summer rain—I’ve always loved the smell. 

Okay. That’s better. 

But then there are footsteps. Coming closer…and closer…

I fight the urge to pull the blanket over my head. I feel like a doomed teenager in a horror film.

The doorknob turns. 

I hold my breath.

It’s my mother. 

“Ma, what are you doing? You scared me!”

“Just making sure you’re okay,” she says. “You’ve always been scared of storms.”

“Not since I was six.”

“They started bothering you again when you were ten, after we moved to the house. Something about the unfamiliar environment.”

Right. I’d forgotten about that. I guess that’s why she’s checking on me now—the unfamiliar environment, even if I’m now an adult. 

“I’m sorry I frightened you,” she says as she smooths hair back from my forehead. 

I nod, feeling a wave of tenderness for her. I know she just wants to keep me safe, even if her vision for my life is different from my own. 

Eventually, she leaves, and I manage to fall asleep.


Chapter 10


I wake up just before six the next morning.

Excellent.

With any luck, it’ll be just me and Neil. Perhaps he’ll be coming out of the water again, back from an early morning kayak trip, and then he’ll need to iron a shirt.

Yep, I’ve developed some interesting fantasies in the past few days.

Then I remember my mother’s head on my forehead last night, and I briefly feel guilty for those fantasies.  

I wash up, get dressed, and pad downstairs. Nobody is in the kitchen, so I slip on my sandals and head to the dock. Everything is wet after last night’s rain.

Neil isn’t coming out of the water today. Nope, he’s in the process of putting a kayak in the lake.

“Good morning, Leora.”

“Good morning, Neil.”

He gives me one of those weird looks again, rather like the one he gave me yesterday. I’m not sure how to decipher it. But when he steps closer, my breathing quickens. It’s just me and him and the mist on the lake.

“Want to join me?” he asks.

I should probably say no, but being out on the lake in the early morning mist, with this gorgeous man…I can’t say no to that. 

“I do.”

Then I stand there for several seconds, mesmerized by the beautiful sharp lines of his face, his slightly long hair, and his biceps.

He goes to get another kayak and life jacket, breaking the spell.

“I’m probably going to slow you down,” I tell him.

“I don’t mind.”

Embarrassingly, those three words cause a flutter in my stomach.

We head out in the kayaks. Unlike when Ma, Tanya, and Dee were out on the water, there’s no yelling. I have a feeling that Neil would appreciate a few minutes of quiet, so I don’t try to start a conversation as we paddle away.

Slowly, my mind becomes calm—a complete one-eighty from last night—and I feel very present in my body. Aware of the slightly cool air on my skin, the sound of my paddle slicing through the water. Waterfowl of some sort calling to each other in the distance; rustling in the woods. The slightly fizzy feeling in my belly caused by the man paddling just in front of me.

Yeah, this is nice.

This is what a vacation should be like. 

My thoughts begin to drift to other things we could do together. Eating a romantic dinner on a secluded garden patio. Snuggling while we read on a rainy afternoon—and then maybe I’d distract him from his book with a kiss…

I lose track of time, but eventually, my arms start to ache. I’m not used to this sort of activity. Neil probably isn’t feeling it at all, but a moment later, he turns his boat around and says, “Let’s go back.”

A foolish part of me thinks it’s because we’re somehow connected and he can feel what I’m feeling and knew I wouldn’t last that much longer.

“Neil,” I say as we paddle back, “why did you get those Timbits for me yesterday?”

I’m totally fishing here. I want to hear it from his lips—that he thinks about me the way I think about him. Well, I’m sure he doesn’t have exactly the same sort of thoughts, but…

He glances back and shoots me a glare that’s actually kind of sexy.

But he doesn’t answer my question.

“Come on,” I say. “You got my favorite flavors. Is that a coincidence? Were those the only three flavors they happened to have available?” 

“No.”

Just an abrupt, one-word answer, but it makes my skin pebble, and that has nothing to do with the cool breeze. “What else was there? Why didn’t you get them?”

He stops paddling, then turns his boat around and looks at me. As much as I enjoy being out on the water with him, I suddenly wish we were on land and I could be closer to him.

“You know why,” he says.

I’m pretty sure he’s not trying to smolder…but he smolders.

Oh God.

“That’s a good look for you.” I try to keep my voice even and casual, but I can’t suppress my goofy smile. “Better than the one you gave me yesterday after your hike and earlier on the dock, the one that made you look like Shrek. You know, when he arrives in Duloc…”

“Sorry, I’m not intimately familiar with the Shrek movies.”

“There are two kinds of people in this world. Those who—”

“When we were on our hike,” Neil says, “Robbie was trying to teach me how…how to do a seductive expression. To use on you. But I guess I didn’t do it right.”

I throw my head back and laugh—and that laughter is also meant to cover up some of the other things I feel. 

“Leora,” he growls.

“What?” I say innocently, still chuckling.

But the laughter dies on my lips as his expression becomes even more intense.

And he’s entirely focused on me.

“I want to kiss you right now,” he says. “Because if I kiss you, you won’t be able to think of any damn scene from Shrek. Trust me.”

Oh my. He can’t actually kiss me out on the water, but I’m imagining it, my nipples tightening and my inner muscles clenching. 

“Do you only want to kiss me when I talk too much?” I ask, possibly managing to sound a bit coy or possibly missing the mark entirely.

“No,” he says shortly.

And then he turns himself around and starts paddling toward the dock again.

I stay there with my mouth gaping for a moment before I manage to pick my jaw up off the water and paddle again.

He wants to kiss me. He wants to kiss me. He wants to kiss me.

The fact that I know this, but he can’t kiss me yet…it makes me squirm in the uncomfortable seat of the kayak. Makes heat coil through my body.

There’s nothing quite like wanting someone and realizing they want you back. And with Neil, it feels different than it ever has before. 

He’s paddling quicker than he was earlier, and somewhere deep within me, I find the energy to quicken my pace. I’m still very aware of my body, including my aching arms, but I’m not at all aware of my surroundings. Bird calls, breeze, rising sun…whatever. It doesn’t matter now. 

He’s already gotten his boat out of the water by the time I return, and he helps with mine. 

Then we stand, face to face, on the dock. His chest is rising and falling almost as quickly as mine is. At the back of my brain, I’m aware that this might not be the smartest idea, that there are reasons I’m not supposed to let myself get carried away with him…but I can’t care about them anymore.

“There are two kinds of people in this world,” I say softly. “Those who—”

He dips his head and kisses me at last.

Good. Because I had no idea how I was going to finish that sentence. And I’ve wanted to kiss him since the first time I saw him coming out of the lake.

I clutch his life jacket as his arms envelop me and his mouth melds with mine. Even though I’ve been thinking about this kiss for days, it’s still disorienting to actually do it, and it’s a little different from any other kiss I’ve had. I don’t have the words to explain how. Just…better.

He drags a moan out of me almost immediately, and I impatiently tug off his life jacket, then mine, and throw them on the dock, needing to be closer to him. Needing to feel his chest against mine. More, more, more.

His mouth is warm and clever, and somehow, he tastes of last night’s rainstorm, and yes, I’m aware that doesn’t make sense, but words aren’t really my thing right now.

I’m just focused on feeling him against me. 

His mouth slides down my jaw, down my neck, to some perfect place that nobody has ever found before. I arch against him, and yes, that tears a low growl from his mouth, and it’s my new favorite sound. I want to hear it again and again. He seems slightly out of control now, unlike usual, and knowing that I can do that to him…it’s intoxicating.

It’s…right.

Yes, I feel like I belong here. With him. In this moment. Maybe he kissed me because he didn’t want to hear any more of my silly philosophical thoughts, but I don’t feel like I’m supposed to be anyone but who I am right now. I’m not too romantic, or too unambitious, or—

“You didn’t know how to finish that sentence, did you?” he murmurs. “You just said it so I’d kiss you.”

“Yeah. You’re onto me.”

“Mmm.”

He’s kissing me again, and he slides one hand down to cup my ass. Oh God, Neil is grabbing my ass and growling in my ear and… I hear other voices in the distance. Is that our mothers bickering again?

We jump apart.

And just like when I saw him coming out of the water after a swim, I nearly fall in the lake. But he catches me, sets me firmly on the ground, then steps away again.

I’m sure he heard the same sounds that I did. Coming from the direction of the house.

The back door bangs—I think.

Shit, shit, shit.

“Tomorrow morning,” he whispers. “Meet me early again, okay?”

“Okay.”

He hurries up toward the house, and I follow him, but not too closely. I don’t see the point in lying…too much. Obviously, I won’t say, Guess what, everyone? Neil kissed me and grabbed my ass. But no harm in saying we went kayaking together. I mean, they might be suspicious, but what’s the alternative? Try to sneak into my second-floor room and pretend I just got up?

Better to keep things simple.

“What were you doing?” Ma asks as I remove my sandals and enter the house. She looks between me and Neil.

“Just took the kayaks out for some early morning exercise,” I say, but I don’t pull off the breezy tone I was aiming for. 

Why is this so hard? I’ve lied to my mother quite a bit over the years.

“We should do something today,” she says. “Just the two of us.”

The guilt that I was able to push aside when I was kissing Neil returns. Shit. The last thing I want to do is cause any complications for my mother.

Though I’m not thrilled about spending an extended period of time with just Ma, I can’t turn her down now. 

“Okay,” I say. “What do you have in mind?”


Chapter 11


Some families have more secrets than others do.

My mother never hid her past from me. I don’t remember a time before I knew the truth about my father. But I do remember when she told me that her parents thought she should have kept it a secret from me—I was fourteen at the time.

I’m glad she didn’t listen to them.

And I wonder what sort of secrets my grandparents have.

If my mother had told me that he’d died—as my grandmother had wished her to say—I would have built him up in my mind. Fervently wished I could have met him.

Instead, Ma emphasized that although my dad wasn’t a great man, it didn’t mean anything bad about me. When I was eighteen, as promised, she gave me his name and told me that if I wanted, I could look him up, but she didn’t want to be involved. 

I found him on Facebook. Even though I’d known he was more than twenty years older than her, it was still a shock to see how old he was. It was still a shock to see pictures of his other kids, even though I’d known they existed. 

I never messaged him.

Nope, it was always just me and Ma, like it is right now.

Just the two of us…and my secret kiss hanging between us. Not, of course, that my mother is owed details of everyone I kiss—hell no—but I still feeling like I’m keeping something from her. 

Her plan for the day begins with driving forty-five minutes to go hiking. Just a short lookout trail—less than three kilometers round trip. Not like the trail that Robbie and Neil hiked yesterday.

I don’t mind the drive. I hate being in the car with my mother in Toronto because she constantly complains about the other drivers, but here…well, there aren’t too many other drivers right now. She rolls down the windows, puts on Alanis Morissette, and loudly sings along to “You Oughta Know.”

Ah, yes, Jagged Little Pill. The music of my childhood. She’d angrily belt out the lyrics as I played with my stuffed animals and secretly made paper princess dolls. I haven’t heard her sing along to it in years, and it makes me a little nostalgic.

“You like the vacation home?” she asks, turning down the music. “Nice location, isn’t it?”

“Yeah, it’s amazing. How did you find it?”

“Ah, you know I have my ways.” She doesn’t glance at me but smiles faintly at the road.

I am proud of her. She has a very successful career, rising above the shit that life handed her. I only wish she would see that I don’t need to be exactly like her.

“We’re here!” she shouts, turning off the main road.

“You don’t need to be so loud,” I mutter. “I’m literally right next to you. I’d still be able to hear if you spoke at a quarter the volume.”

“I’m just excited to spend time with you and see the view.” She grabs a visor out of the backseat, slaps it on my head, and carefully adjusts it. “I know you’re going to say it’s ugly, but it will protect you from the sun.”

For some reason, that makes me smile.

It’s late morning now, and it’s quite sunny, though on the trail, we’re mostly in the shade. Ma is uncharacteristically quiet, and my thoughts turn back to Neil. I wonder what he’s doing. Going for a swim? Baking butter tarts without raisins? 

I trip over a tree root and tumble to the ground.

“Be careful!” Ma says, extending her hand. “I don’t think I could carry you out of here.”

“Don’t worry. I’m fine.” 

Ma isn’t the fastest hiker, but eventually we reach the rocky lookout, where there’s a group of people taking pictures.

It really is lovely. A few lakes sparkle in the sunshine; the sun is high in the blue sky, surrounded by fluffy white clouds. And green forests—so much green. 

“We should come back here in the fall to see the leaves,” I say.

“Yes. Do you think Thanksgiving is too late? The leaves will change earlier up here.”

Ma insists on taking far too many pictures of me. On the drive back, she chatters about her plans for the vacation home, and I don’t mind. Sometimes spending time with my mother is a little exhausting, but this morning has been nice. In fact, it’s suspiciously nice. 

Is she lulling me into a false sense of security? What does she have up her sleeve? Is she preparing for a big lecture about love and heartbreak and how I’d be better off literally stabbing myself in the chest with a knife than falling in love? (Actually, no—we’ve had that discussion before. She’d pick something new for today.)

So when she pulls into a parking lot, which appears to be for some sort of generic eating/drinking establishment, I brace myself. I’m dreading our lunchtime conversation. 

“Hi, Henrietta!” multiple people say when we walk in, and for a split second, I wonder if this is some sort of intervention for me that she has sneakily arranged. 

But once a few other words are exchanged, I gather that this is the bar she went to with her friends on the first day of vacation, and apparently, she made quite an impression.

I’m a bit too scared to ask for details.

We get a booth and debate what to order. She settles on a club sandwich and curly fries; I get fish and chips. When the server walks away, we have several minutes of calm conversation.

Totally weird.

“What do you think everyone else is doing while we’re gone?” I ask. 

“I don’t know,” she says with a dismissive gesture. “I needed some time away from that ruckus.”

I sputter. “You were the one causing half the ruckus, Ma.”

She doesn’t argue but merely shrugs with a smile.

Our food arrives twenty minutes later, and it’s good and greasy and much appreciated after our hike, even if it wasn’t a particularly arduous one.

“I wish I could have taken you to more places when you were little,” Ma says wistfully. “Your friend Jaime, she was always going places with her family. Hong Kong, Disney World, Banff. I could afford none of it.”

“You know that’s not important, Ma,” I say, placing my hand on top of hers. “Expensive trips don’t mean someone is a good parent.” Yes, sometimes I did wish for things that my friends had: a father, a sibling or two, a grandmother who didn’t hate my existence. Princess toys. An exciting vacation. But I had a food and shelter—and even a decent number of toys. I know things weren’t easy for my mom, but she let me be a kid.

She mutters something under breath and shakes off my hand so she can stuff fries in her mouth. 

“I’m serious,” I say. Perhaps I felt the need to emphasize that because I feel bad about Neil. Because of all the guys in the world, I had to pick the son of her best friend. “We’ll come back here for Thanksgiving, okay? I’ll cook and bring those egg tarts you like.”

After lunch, we drive back to the house. When we pull into the driveway, Neil’s car is gone, and I try not to be disappointed. 

“Thank you for coming up here, Leora,” Ma says.

I smile as she leans over the center console and gives me a rare hug.


Chapter 12


“When Leora was fifteen,” Ma says, “she dated this skinny white boy named Mario. Like in the videogame, you know? I don’t know what she saw in him.” She clucks her tongue.

Yep, everything is back to normal now. Normal for us, I mean. Ma, Tanya, and Dee are drinking sangria on the patio and discussing their children. 

They’ve been at this for at least forty-five minutes.

Well, I guess I don’t know that for sure. It’s possible they switched topics when Zoey and I went to throw the Frisbee around for half an hour, then returned to talking about our love lives when we walked back onto the patio, just to torture us.

Figuring alcohol would come in handy, I grab a glass and pour some sangria from the pitcher. I take a swig…and nearly spit it all over my cute pink tank top, which I most certainly did not wear to entice Neil.

“What the hell is in this?” I ask. “I thought it was sangria.”

Ma points at Dee. “I told you. It’s terrible.”

Dee shakes her head. “I don’t know what’s wrong with you two. Isn’t it good, Tanya?”

“No,” Tanya says. “I’m just drinking it to be nice, and because it has alcohol.”

“Wah, you’re all so mean.”

“How can sangria taste this bad?” Ma asks. “I thought it was foolproof!”

Good. They’re talking about the sangria rather than my teenage love life. I take a seat under an umbrella.

A moment later, Neil comes out the back door—I have no idea what he’s been up to for the past few hours—and sits down on the lounge chair next to me. 

“Hey,” he says quietly.

“Want some sangria?” Dee asks.

“Don’t do it!” Tanya shouts. “Save yourself, Neil.” I think she might be a bit drunk.

“She has a point,” I tell him. “You’d be better off fixing your own drink.”

Instead, he takes a swig of water from a bottle.

My mother continues talking about my love life. “So, back to Mario. Leora was doodling their names and sending him Valentines, and she even wrote him a love song. She was so infatuated with him. I could see it would lead to bad places—she would do anything he said!—so I paid him two hundred dollars to break up with her.”

Yup. That’s right. My mother did that.

“Ah, yes, I remember!” Tanya says.

I sigh. Perhaps I should suggest they talk about the stuff we did when we were little kids, like they did a few nights ago. Stories about explosive baby poop or somebody shoving a permanent marker up their nose would be better than this.

“Leora’s had a lot of boyfriends, hasn’t she?” Tanya asks my mother.

“Wah, so many!”

Yes, I’ve had a bunch…but I haven’t even told Ma about all of them. 

Tanya shoots me a look that seems rather judgmental. 

“What about you, Neil?” Dee asks him. “Did you date much in high school? University?”

Okay, I admit I’m a little curious about Neil’s dating history, but I’d prefer not to hear about it in front of our moms. 

“I had a girlfriend for part of undergrad,” he says.

Dee nods. “I do think it’s good to get some experience when you’re young.” 

Ma and Tanya immediately turn on her.

“Experience for what?” Ma asks. “Getting your heart broken again and again? Better to never have a relationship!”

“That’s a little extreme,” Dee says. “I know, I swore off love for a decade, focused on my kids, but not everyone has to stay single forever. You can, if you want, but…”

I wonder how many times they’ve had some variation of this conversation. Dee’s been married to Norman for quite a while now. 

“Relationships cause so many problems.” Tanya shakes her head. “So many men are such turds. My parents made me break up with my first boyfriend because they said he was no good for me.”

“Did they pay him two hundred dollars?” I mutter.

“I was so in love with him! But they were right to break us up.”

“What happened?” I ask.

“He’s in prison now.”

“For what?”

“Second-degree murder.”

I choke on my drink. Mostly because of Auntie Tanya’s words, but partly because the sangria really is bad. “Second…degree…murder?”

“Yes, so I married a different man. And you know what happened there: he left when I had two young kids and missed most of his child-support payments.” 

This leads Ma on a familiar rant. I glance over at Neil, but I don’t want to look at him too long, afraid of what our mothers might do. It takes a lot of effort to keep my eyes off him, though, especially when the memory of that kiss is never far from my mind. His expression gives no hint that he’s thinking about it, but then again, we’re in front of our mothers. On the arm of his chair, he does something with his hand—like he’s playing piano. I remember him taking lessons when we were kids.

“How was your trip with your mom?” he whispers.

“Pretty good,” I reply. “Surprisingly drama-free.”

I’m about to ask what he was up to earlier, but then my mother says, “We should start making dinner.”

“Yes, we should!” Tanya says.

“Not you. Too drunk.” Ma points in Neil’s direction. “You will help me, okay?”

“I’ll help, too,” I offer.

Ma gives me a look. “No. Just Neil. You can stay here.”

Hmm. It seems like she doesn’t even want me in the same room as him.
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“How are you doing, Leora?” Dee comes to sit beside me on the back porch. Ma and Neil are still working on dinner, but I expect it’ll be ready soon. “I haven’t gotten to talk to you much yet.”

“I’m good.” It’s not like I’m going to tell Dee everything that’s on my mind.

“You know your mother means well. She just had a very bad experience when she was young.”

“I know.”

“She also knew many women in unhappy marriages. Women who had to do all the cooking and childcare because their husbands wouldn’t lift a finger. She decided she’d rather be single than be in a relationship like that.”

“But that’s not every relationship,” I say.

“You don’t have to tell me. I know love can be a very good thing.” She pauses. “I think you and Neil would make a cute couple.”

“Uh…”

“And he won’t be like some men, who expect you to do everything,” she continues. “There are good men out there—Tanya has taught him well. How was that kiss on the dock?”

“You saw that?” I ask, trying not to sound as horrified as I am.

“I was just opening the curtains in my bedroom, and I saw you two. Don’t worry, I wasn’t very close, so I couldn’t see if you were using tongue or—” 

“Auntie!”

“But I think he grabbed your ass at the end?”

It sounds like a question, as though she wants confirmation that Neil did, indeed, grab my ass, but I’m too tongue-tied to speak even if I wanted to.

Nobody else was outside when we kissed, but it didn’t occur to me that someone could be watching from a window. Someone who’s known me for most of my life.

Yeah, this is super awkward.

I reach for my abandoned glass of sangria, then remember how bad it tastes and decide it’s better if I don’t pour alcohol down my throat. 

“Still, I get the sense,” Dee says, “that something’s holding you back.” She gives me a meaningful look. “Other people’s feelings aren’t your responsibility, you know.”

A part of me wants to hold on to those words like they’re a lifeline. To take them as permission to pursue whatever I want with Neil, regardless of what my mother thinks. But then I think of the time I spent with her earlier…and there are still doubts niggling at the back of my head.

“Anyway,” Dee says, “if you want to get away with him for a while, I can cover for you. Maybe cause a distraction. For example, I could—”

“Auntie!” I shriek. This is just too uncomfortable.

“While you—”

“Auntie!”

Ma pops her head out the back door. “What are you shouting about?”

“I was trying to get her to drink more of the sangria,” Dee says smoothly. 

This seems to satisfy Ma, and she goes back inside the house.

“Anyway,” Dee says, “as I was saying…”

“Please, no.”

She laughs. “Okay, but if you need any help, you just ask your Auntie Dee, okay? I’ll be there for you.”

And with that, she heads inside.
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“You know what would be good?” Tanya says after we finish dinner. “S’mores!” 

“Oh my God, yes!” I didn’t expect to actually be enthusiastic about whatever she’d suggest, but s’mores are a great idea. 

I flick my gaze toward Neil. His lips are twitching at my enthusiasm, and damn, the sight of him nearly takes my breath away.

“Marshmallows, graham crackers, and chocolate, yes?” Dee says. “Why are they called s’mores?”

“It’s a contraction of ‘some more,’” Zoey tells her.

“I already have marshmallows,” I say. “They’re upstairs in my suitcase. Multicolored ones—yellow, blue, green, and pink, I think.”

I sneak another glance at Neil and imagine saying, There are two types of people in this world. Those who buy white marshmallows and those who buy them in every color of the rainbow.

Actually, I’m not sure marshmallows are something Neil would ever buy himself, but I’m already consumed by the idea of feeding him a gooey marshmallow and having him lick my finger, like he did the other day…

Get it together, brain! Your mother is right there!

Ma frowns. “Pink and green marshmallows don’t sound very natural.”

“They’re marshmallows,” I say. “They’re hardly very natural to begin with. It’s not like they grown on marshmallow trees.”

“Ah, why are you talking smart with me?”

A few minutes later, I’m getting the marshmallows from my room when my mom enters.

“We still need graham crackers and chocolate,” she says. “And some of us drank too much to go get them.”

“I can go. Not a problem.” I only had a very small amount of sangria, two hours ago.

“Thank you.” She pats my shoulder.

I go to my car and take a look at Google Maps. There’s a grocery store eleven minutes away. Excellent.

But when I arrive, I decide that it barely qualifies as, well, a grocery store. It’s pretty small. I do manage to get some cheap chocolate bars, but graham crackers are nowhere to be found. 

Back in my car, I locate another grocery store, twenty minutes away in a larger town. Hopefully that will do the trick.

I’m usually a pretty confident driver, but it’s getting dark now, and when I have to turn on my high beams, I feel a touch unsettled. This city girl isn’t used to driving in such conditions. When I learned about high beams in the driver’s ed handbook, more than a decade ago now, I couldn’t imagine when I’d ever need to use them.

At last, I arrive at the store. I find the right aisle and the location where the graham crackers should be, but they’re sold out.

Well, damn.

Is everyone having s’mores tonight?

Rather than leaving empty-handed, I grab a bag of plain white marshmallows, just in case we need more, then consider what to do next. My phone tells me there’s one other grocery store in this town, and it closes soon.

Okay, that’s the plan. Visit one more store, and if they don’t have graham crackers, maybe I can find a suitable alternative.

When I enter the last store, I blink against the harsh lighting and locate the appropriate aisle. Once again, there are no graham crackers in the spot where they’re supposed to be, and I feel unsettled. But it’s just a weird coincidence, isn’t it?

Perhaps someone was making lots of cheesecakes with graham cracker crust and bought out the supply in this town. Or there was a big s’mores party. Or…

Ooh! Look at that!

There’s a box of graham crackers shelved in the wrong place. Grinning, I grab it and proceed to the checkout.

But as I begin the drive back to the vacation home, anxiety builds within me, and by the time I pass the first grocery store, my hands are practically shaking on the steering wheel. It’s like my body thinks I’m in the middle of a horror movie or Gothic tale, rather like last night during the thunderstorm. 

I spend the last ten minutes of the drive fantasizing about Neil killing zombies for me—a change from my fantasies of romantic dinners and intimate conversations—and when I pull up to the house, something seems amiss. Dee’s car is missing. Huh. 

Clutching the bag of graham crackers, chocolate, and marshmallows to my chest, I walk around the side of the house to the firepit, and I’m shocked by what I find. 

In the flickering light of the fire, I can see Neil, Robbie, and Erin…and a box of graham crackers.


Chapter 13


Ma did ask me to get graham crackers…didn’t she? I wasn’t hallucinating that part?

Maybe they managed to find some while I was gone, but then why didn’t anyone text me to tell me to come back? The box appears to be almost empty, so they’ve already had enough time to eat most of them.

“Hey, Lee,” Robbie says in a friendly voice. There’s a smear of chocolate on his cheek and a trail of graham cracker crumbs down the front of his shirt.

“What the hell happened here?” I ask.

“We had s’mores. Is your headache better?”

“What headache? Ma asked me to get graham crackers, but I had to search all over the county for a box.” I hold up the plastic bag in my hand. 

“She told us you had a headache and were lying down in your room,” Erin says.

Seriously. What the fuck is going on? What strange reality is this?

“I don’t know why she would have asked you to get graham crackers.” Robbie’s frowning now. “When you and Auntie Hen were out earlier, Mom went to buy ingredients for s’mores. I saw her unloading graham crackers and chocolate and putting them in the pantry.”  

I don’t say a word. I merely go to the back door, and without even pausing to take off my shoes—the horror!—I head inside and yank open the door to the pantry.

A box of graham crackers hits me on the head, quickly followed by a second one. 

Yep, there are a whole bunch of graham crackers on the shelves.

Robbie and Neil approach behind me.

“I don’t understand,” Robbie says. 

He might not, but I’m pretty sure I do.

I rub my head. I think I have a headache for real now.

“Ma took me out for half the day,” I say wearily, “while Auntie Tanya went out and bought all the graham crackers at nearby grocery stores. Then Ma pretended there were no graham crackers and sent me on a wild goose chase…to keep me away from here? From Neil?”

“Makes sense,” Robbie says, without a hint of sarcasm. “I saw you kissing this morning.”

Oh, for fuck’s sake. Did everyone see that kiss?

I turn to Neil. His cheeks are stained a light pink. 

“Where are our mothers?” I ask. 

“After they each had a s’more,” Robbie says, “they somehow convinced Zoey to drive them to the bar.”

I assume Ma and Tanya wanted to go out tonight…but they couldn’t go out if they thought the lack of supervision meant that Neil and I would get up to some shenanigans. So they rigged up this truly ridiculous plan. 

“I can’t believe this is my life,” I mutter.

Neil puts a hand on my shoulder as Robbie walks upstairs.

“Come,” Neil says, taking my hand and leading me outside. “I saved some for you, in case you recovered from your supposed headache.” He pulls the bag of multicolored marshmallows out of his pocket. “I figure you’d prefer these over the white ones.” 

It’s just a little thing, yes, but it still makes my heart warm.

As we sit down on camp chairs around the fire, Erin heads inside. I guess she and Robbie are letting Neil and I have some time alone.

My head is still reeling from the fact that our mothers have been conspiring to keep us apart—or they were messing with me just for fun. But I try my best to put my anger aside so I can enjoy some marshmallow-y goodness.

Neil hands me a long stick, and I set about making the perfect s’mores. First, I find a fairly flat log of firewood. On top of it, I set two graham crackers, each topped with squares of chocolate, and place the log near the heat of the fire. 

“What’s that for?” he asks.

“It’s to make sure the chocolate is nice and melty because sometimes the hot marshmallow isn’t enough. It’s a tip I read online a few years ago.”

“I like when the chocolate isn’t completely melted,” he says. “Less messy that way.”

“Neil, Neil, Neil,” I say as I grab another stick. I put the green marshmallow on that one and the pink marshmallow on the stick that he handed me earlier. “The mess is half the fun. You’ll see. I’m making one for you, too.”

But then I reconsider. Since I want him to enjoy his s’more as much as possible, I move his graham cracker and chocolate to a different log, away from the fire.

He smiles. “Can I roast my own marshmallow?”

Before I can reply, his hand wraps around the stick in my left hand. I can feel his fingers against my wrist. 

Oh.

“Are you going to let go of my stick?” he asks.

Perhaps it’s childish of me, but I can’t help giggling. 

“Fine, fine,” I say, “you can have your stick back.”

It turns out that Neil is particularly skilled at roasting marshmallows. Honestly, I’ve never seen someone get a marshmallow such a uniform light-brown color. I think that’s unnecessary, but I can admit he’s good at it. 

At last, he pulls his stick away from the fire, as do I. I finish assembling the s’mores and hand his over.

“Here you go,” I say. “The best s’more you’ll ever have.”

Truth be told, I’m kind of talking out of my ass. I’m sure there could be better s’mores, maybe with homemade marshmallows or fancier milk chocolate, but I think this one will be pretty damn good.

I close my eyes and run my tongue along the edge of my s’more, savoring the melted chocolate. Then I open my eyes and hold Neil’s gaze as I lick more chocolate.

“Jesus,” he mutters.

Did I know what I was doing?  

Of course.

I’m a bit torn. Not because I feel super guilty about starting anything with Neil now—I’m too pissed at my mom for that. Rather, I’m torn because I half want him to pull me to the ground and ravish me, but I’m also tempted to finish the s’more first. After all, how often do I have s’mores?

I’m hoping Neil will provide me with some sexy s’more eating, but he merely nibbles at the edge of a graham cracker. 

And, look, I enjoy the slight bob of his Adam’s apple as he swallows, and I enjoy imagining him nibbling parts of my body, but it would be nice if I could see some tongue action.

Oh, here we go. He’s licking his lips. Mmm. I press my thighs together and lean closer to get a better look. I’ve never been quite so turned on by a man eating before, and I’m not quite sure what it is about him, but…damn.

I take a small bite of my own s’more and groan—and while the groan is a natural reaction, I might draw it out just a little, hoping to make him think of me groaning in other situations.

Based on the way he’s staring at me and the additional indecipherable mutters, I think I’m successful. 

“Let’s switch.” I hold my partially eaten s’more in his direction.

“Why?” he says. “They’re the same. I mean, except that yours is messier.”

I gasp as though he just said the most shocking, inappropriate thing. “My marshmallow’s pink, and yours is green.”

“But they’re not flavored marshmallows. It’s just coloring.”

I wave this off. “The marshmallows were cooked differently.”

“If you insist,” he says, taking the proffered s’more. “Mmm. I’m keeping this.”

“Hey! You can’t do that!”

He’s holding it above his head, and I can’t help it: I find it particularly delightful when he’s playful with me.

I jump up from my chair and grab my s’more out of his hand. Then I hesitate for a moment. Do I dare?

I dare.

I sit sideways on his lap. “This okay?” 

“It’s more than okay,” he murmurs, and his words reverberate in my core. 

I squirm, unable to help myself. I don’t do it to turn him on, but he lets out a slightly anguished sound.

“Your turn,” he says.

“My turn for what?”

He holds out his s’more, the one with the green marshmallow.

Oh, right. That’s what we were doing.

I take it from his hands, my fingers brushing his palm, and now I’ve got a s’more in each hand and I’m sitting in Neil Choy’s lap. This is honestly one of the greatest moments of my life. I hold his s’more to my lips and take a bite. Good, but not quite as good as mine.

When I bite into my own s’more, some marshmallow and melted chocolate oozes out. I catch it with my hand, then slowly lick the sweetness from my fingers.

He makes inarticulate noises, and I feel extraordinarily powerful.

“Leora,” he says, “hurry up and finish your damn s’more.”

“And why is that?” I ask coyly.

“So I can kiss you.”

“You make a compelling argument.” I try for a light tone, but I don’t think I manage it, because Neil, saying those words, so straightforwardly…it really does something to me. He hisses out a breath as I shift in his lap again and start eating my s’more in a hurry.

Alas, quickly eating something with melted chocolate and gooey marshmallow increases the opportunity for a mess.

“Shit,” I say, looking at the chocolate I’ve gotten on his shirt. “I’m sorry.”

He glares at the stain. I’m about to apologize again and offer to clean it for him when he does something I didn’t expect.

He whips off his shirt.

And then, as I press a hand to his naked chest, I can’t get any words out at all. 

Neil dips his head to kiss my neck. With the effect that has on my body, it’s almost like his tongue is caressing all of me, here by the crackling fire, under the starlit night.

He looks up at me with hooded eyes, and I can’t help a small gasp from leaving my lips. 

I want.

I want him so badly.

I can’t describe exactly what it is about him. I mean, I’ve always had a bit of a thing for guys who are more serious than I am. But most of what I feel right now…it seems like magic.

 His tongue peeks out of his lips to capture an errant bit of melted chocolate. The slightest of movements, but I’m aware of every little change in him. 

Including the hardening of his cock beneath my ass.

His lips capture mine, and he tastes of chocolate and campfire and perfection. I arch into his kiss, and his tongue slips into my mouth, gently exploring, tangling with mine. With each second, the kiss becomes needier. 

I adjust my position so I’m straddling him. It occurs to me that the camping chair probably isn’t meant for this weight, but I don’t care, and yes, the position is a little awkward, but I don’t care about that, either. I grind against him slightly, his erection between my legs. 

His hands are scrambling under my shirt, brushing my nipples through my bra. He utters some nonsense words, and there’s something particularly thrilling about making Neil come undone.

“Neil,” I moan. “I—”

“Ah, there they are!”

At the sound of my mother’s voice, Neil and I freeze in horror. Then we attempt to scramble apart but are less than successful; instead, the chair topples backward, and I’m splayed on top of him.

In another situation, I’d enjoy this position. 

But not now.

I jump up, and he gets up a moment later.

“What were you doing?” Ma asks, arms crossed over her chest. 

“What’s happening?” Tanya runs toward the firepit, Dee on her heels.

What a mess.

I can’t believe I temporarily managed to forget about this ridiculous situation while I sexily licked my fingers and sat on Neil’s lap. The desire I felt a few short minutes ago has almost completely cooled.

“Did you hear that?” Dee asks. “I think it’s a coyote howling!”

Tanya shrieks, and she and Ma make a dash for the door. Dee, on the other hand, steps over to me and pats my shoulder.

“You can go back to playing tonsil hockey now,” she whispers.

Except I don’t want to do that. I want to sink into the ground and disappear. And it might not take Ma and Auntie Tanya long to realize the coyote was just a ruse. 

“Let’s put out the fire and go inside,” I say, not looking at Neil.

“I’ll handle the fire,” he says. 

“Okay.” I leave him to it, gather up the s’mores ingredients, and head up to my bedroom.

I’m not in the mood to sleep yet, so I make myself an uncooked s’more: graham cracker, chocolate pieces, and unroasted marshmallow. It’s not nearly as good as one cooked over the campfire, of course, but I feel the need to shove more sugar into my mouth. Besides, I did all that work to buy the graham crackers. Might as well make use of them. 

At last, I turn out the light, more than a little afraid of what tomorrow will bring.


Chapter 14


“Shit,” I mutter when I look at the time the next morning.

It’s after seven thirty. I’d meant to set an alarm because Neil had told me to meet him early again, but that was before the S’mores Incident. Before our second make-out session of the day was cruelly interrupted. 

When I walk downstairs, I can hear voices: my mother’s and Tanya’s.

“We have to step up our game,” Tanya says. 

I know eavesdropping is wrong, but I can’t help it. They’re talking in the kitchen, and though I haven’t heard my name yet, I suspect they’re talking about me. 

I hide myself behind the stairs. Sometimes eavesdropping is a bit of a necessity, and this might help me foil their plans. What do they have up their sleeves after last night’s nonsense?

“I agree,” Ma says. “I wish we’d gotten back earlier last night.” There’s a pause. “Ever since Leora was little, she’s always liked romantic stories, no matter what I told her. I cannot compete with society’s messaging!”

I manage to suppress my laugh.

“I should have seen this coming,” Ma continues. “Of course she would be interested in Neil. He’s so handsome and smart.”

“He gets it from me,” Tanya says.

“Obviously.”

“I don’t think Neil has been in love many times. But he and Leora got along reasonably well as kids, and it’s not like he had many friends then. And now…”

Dammit! They’re banging dishes around, and I can’t hear properly. 

The next thing I catch is Ma saying, “I need her in the same bedroom as me so I know she’s not sneaking out to meet him.”

“That’s easy,” Tanya says. “We’ll destroy her mattress.”

What the fuck?

“Wah, do you hear yourself?” Ma asks. “I’m not destroying it. We paid for it!”

“When she’s out by the water, we could say the house got robbed. We’ll stash the mattress somewhere and put it back once she leaves.”

“Tanya! You’re so silly. She’ll never believe that. What kind of robber steals a mattress? They’re big and awkward to move.”

Honestly, this conversation is surreal.

“We need some kind of leak,” Ma says. “Nothing too serious, but something that will prevent her from sleeping there for at least a day or two.”

“And then she’ll share your bed?”  

“Why not? It’s a queen. We used to share on vacation, whenever there was only one bed in the hotel room.”

Yup. I still have nightmares about that. My mother is the worst person to share a bed with. She spreads out like she’s making snow angels, then rolls over and steals all the blankets. If you share a bed with her, you’re likely to get elbowed in the face and wake up cold.

Nope, I’d rather sleep on the couch.

“Another idea,” Ma says, “is that she stays in her bedroom, but we install a tripwire. That way, if she leaves her room, we’ll know.”

“But what if she goes to the washroom?” Tanya asks. “And how do you make a tripwire?” 

I can’t stay silent any longer. I need to make sure there’s no tripwire—or leak. Especially since, knowing Ma and Tanya, something would probably go wrong, and multiple rooms would end up flooded.

If only Dee were downstairs to talk some sense into them, but she’s not, so I have to do it and blow my cover. 

I am so looking forward to this.

Not.

I walk into the kitchen. “I’m not sharing a bed with you, Ma, and don’t purposely start a leak in a house that you own.”

Ma and Tanya gape at me.

“We didn’t say that!” Tanya exclaims.

Ma turns to her friend. “Why are you trying to deny it? She was clearly listening. Leora, I taught you better than this. No eavesdropping on your mother.”

“I already suspected last night’s mess was because you were trying to keep me and Neil apart.” I fold my arms over my chest. “Now I know for sure.”

Frustration builds inside me. My mother has never let me be who I want to be, but she acts like she had no expectations, just because she had different ones than her parents had of her. 

“Do you hear yourself, Ma?” I ask. “Do you hear how ridiculous you sound? Other mothers want their kids to have relationships and get married.”

“Nobody should be pressured to get married or pushed toward someone they don’t like.”

“Yes, but you’ve gone so far in the other direction.”

“You’re shouting.” Ma grabs my arm and drags me out the back door. 

I glance toward the firepit, where Neil and I made out last night.

Goddammit, I really do like him, and you know what? I don’t think it’s like when I was younger and used to foolishly fall in love with ease. I’m not that person anymore, and whatever I feel, it’s not something I want to push aside. I’ve been in love with guys who didn’t put in the work when it came to relationships, didn’t treat me the way I deserve to be treated—but I can’t imagine Neil would be like them.

And now I’m pissed, my anger overwhelming my concerns about hurting Ma’s friendships. After all, her friendship with Neil’s mom seems just fine and dandy—they were united in their plots against us!

Now that I think about it, this plotting has gone on for days; it didn’t just start yesterday. A lot of their weird behavior now makes sense.

Ma didn’t want me to wear a bikini…not only because she doesn’t like frilly pink things but because she didn’t want Neil to see me like that.

Neil was supposed to get firewood while I did dishes…again, to keep us apart. I assume this also explains why they were so keen on the scavenger hunt: another way to keep us apart, as long as we weren’t partners.  And maybe when Ma came into my room during the thunderstorm, it was partly to make sure I wasn’t with Neil?

Dear God. 

“I’m twenty-eight. Stop interfering in my life!” I snap.

“I don’t want you to make the same mistakes that I did,” Ma says.

“Not every relationship is a mistake. Not every man is like my father. Why can’t you believe that? Almost thirty years later, and you can still only see it one way.”

I can’t help wondering exactly how Auntie Tanya sees things. Is she afraid of her sons breaking women’s hearts? Women treating her sons badly? I’m not sure, but clearly, she doesn’t like the thought of us together, either.

Ma steps closer to me and drops her voice. “Neil is a playboy.” 

What’s she going to say next? That he’s a vampire, werewolf, or similar?

I cannot hold back my laughter. A few minutes ago, I heard her complimenting him when she was talking to Tanya. 

“Neil?” I say. “Have you seen what he’s like? Robbie is the one chasing women, and I suspect he’s honest about where he stands and doesn’t make false promises. But you think Neil—”

“He’s putting on a show just to make you like him.”

“You’re being ridiculous.”

“Aiyah! Why are you always calling me ridiculous?”

“Because it’s accurate.”

And with that, I head to the kitchen, pour myself some coffee, and go up to my room, refraining from stomping up the stairs like a petulant child.

How did I think I could spend a week with my mother without something like this happening? I feel like she’ll never completely see me as an adult and we’ll be having the same fights over and over again for decades.

But I can’t wish I didn’t come here because…Neil. 

Sighing, I sip my coffee, then grimace. I was in such a hurry to be alone again that I didn’t put in milk and sugar, and it’s been years since I’ve drunk black coffee—for good reason.

At least if I’m sitting on the mattress, it can’t be stolen.

I shake my head. Yep, my life is weird.

After wasting time on my phone, I call Jaime. It’s after nine now, so she’ll be awake.

“Hey,” she says, still sounding the tiniest bit drowsy. “What’s up?”

I’m reminded of when we used to talk on the phone back in middle school. We didn’t have cell phones yet, but I’d lay back on the bed with my portable phone and tell her about my crush on Cody Wong.

“I overheard my mother and Neil’s mother scheming about how to keep us apart. They want to cause a leak in this bedroom so I have to share a bed with my mother.”

Jaime laughs. “So, what about you and Neil? Anything happened yet?”

I explain the S’mores Incident. “We made out after that, and then my mom came back and caught us. So, yeah. Everything’s just peachy up here.” I flop back on the bed. “Seriously, why can’t I have your parents?”

“My mom would already be planning the wedding.”

“Better than planning a fake robbery,” I mutter.

“She has a new guy she wants me to date. She keeps bringing him up in conversations, and she thinks she’s being sneaky about it, but she’s really not.”

“What do you know about this guy?”

“He’s an engineer, the son of someone new at church. Ma also keeps going on about her friend’s daughter, who got married last year and just had her first baby. Not-so-veiled hints about how she wants grandchildren.”

I can’t help thinking about Neil’s words the other night. When it’s my turn, I’ll do a much better job.

“Ma is already talking about how she wants to be in the delivery room when I give birth,” Jaime says. “And how she’s going to stay with me for a full month afterward to help.”

“Uh, shouldn’t people in the delivery room not increase your stress level by a factor of ten?”

“Yeah. No way I’d let her in.”

Jaime and I talk for a bit longer, and then I cross my arms behind my head and close my eyes. I’m on holiday, in what should be relaxing surroundings, but I feel anything but relaxed.

Hmm. I wonder where Neil is? I didn’t see him downstairs earlier.

I leave the bedroom to find him.


Chapter 15


Neil is sitting at the breakfast bar in a perfectly pressed polo shirt, his hair slightly damp. 

“Hi.” He gives me a curt nod, then returns his attention to his phone.

Oh, is that how it’s going to be?

Damn.

“Are you reading the news?” I ask. “Or doing your daily Cantonese lessons?”

“Cantonese,” he replies, but he doesn’t look up.

Hmph.

And this is the guy who had his tongue down my throat last night!

I help myself to more coffee, remembering to add milk and sugar this time. I briefly consider making some breakfast but decide I’m too lazy for it. Besides, I’m not super hungry—possibly thanks to all those marshmallows, etc. I consumed last night.

“I’m going outside to read,” I announce, then without waiting for a response, I head upstairs and grab my e-reader. I take it, along with my mug of coffee, out back. I don’t spare a glance for Neil. I’m just a wee bit tired of human interaction at present. 

I mean, I generally like people, but sometimes they get to you after a while, you know?

Outside, it’s already sunny. I sip my coffee and look out at the lake before I start to read.  Ooh, a sex scene. The sheltered virginal princess is getting naked with a man for the first time, and he’s sliding his hands all over her skin, kissing a trail from her neck, down to her breasts …

Her lover is charming and has a certain reputation with ladies, if you know what I mean. He’s also white—in other words, he’s nothing like Neil, but it’s Neil I imagine anyway, his intent focus as he kisses his way down. Neil, who doesn’t seem to be particularly interested in talking to me this morning… 

“Hey.”

I look up. “Oh. Hi, Neil.”

“I want to apologize if I’ve been acting a little weird.” He sits down next to me. “From the moment you nearly fell into the lake, then insulted my towel, well…” He chuckles. “I’ve been thinking about you.”

Oh. “It wasn’t entirely clear how you felt, but then you said you wanted to kiss me…”

“I know. I can be a bit guarded. But it’s more than just wanting a kiss, I assure you.”

Swoon. 

I can’t help a giddy expression from overtaking my face.

“Except I don’t think anything more should happen,” he says. 

“Because of our mothers?” I manage to squeak out the words as my high crashes back down.

He nods. “They’ve been friends for so long, and if we’re together, well… You know what they’re like. I can’t screw things up for my mom, not after everything she’s been through. That’s why, the night with the butter tart, I didn’t take it any further, even though it was one of the hardest things I’ve ever done.”

His concern for his mother is touching, and it half makes me want to swoon again, but…

“I heard them earlier,” I say. “My mother and your mother. Making new plans to keep us apart.” I detail their ludicrous ideas and how I confronted them; he swears softly under his breath. “I’m just—I’m so tired of it all. I don’t care anymore what it means for our unmatchmaking moms. I did before, told myself I should stay away, but I can’t let her hold me back. She can figure it out herself.”

I move to touch him, but he slides his chair just out of reach.

“I don’t think I can do that,” he says quietly. “Yes, I’m not happy about what they did, but…” He scrubs his hands over his face. “She’s my mother. My only real parent. And she’s already gone to such lengths because she doesn’t want us together. I’m sorry, Leora. I can’t.”

He squeezes my hand before heading back inside.

I try to return to my princess romance, but I’m unable to focus. Instead, I close my eyes and picture me and Neil in an agonizing doomed love story. I’ve always preferred stories with happy endings, but right now, my mind is unable to spin such fantasies. So I’m stuck with imagining that I get tragically swept away at sea, or perhaps I travel back in time to the sixteenth century and can’t get home.
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“No. I’ll stay here.” Dee crosses her arms over her chest.

“Come on!” Ma says. “You can come in the canoe with me, and Tanya can take a kayak.”

“Ah, you want to give Leora and Neil some time to make out?”

“No, no, Leora will make a Tim Hortons run.”

She’s not even attempting to be subtle about it now.

My heart is heavy in my chest as I put my e-reader down and look to the right, where Ma, Tanya, and Dee are standing. Why does she have to be like this? Why?

“But I suppose it’s not a bad plan,” Ma says. “You stay here, make sure there’s no funny business. Make sure she actually goes to Tim Hortons.” She glances over her shoulder at me. “Leora, you’ll get me a Boston cream donut, yes?”

“Aiyah!” Dee says. “I told you to leave them alone. If anything, I want them to hook up. Don’t you think it would be cute? They knew each other as kids, and their mothers are close friends. Ah, so perfect.”

Ma clucks her tongue. “What’s with you these past few days?”

“Why can’t you just let her be? Maybe you should see a therapist. Talk about your past and how it affected you.”

“Stop being silly!”

“What’s so silly about seeing a therapist?”

Ma did actually try therapy a few years ago, but the white therapist really did not understand this immigrant Asian woman who’d come to Canada as a teenager, and at that point, she decided therapy was nonsense, even though I encouraged her to try again.

Tanya turns to Dee. “You think you’re better than us, now that you’re married again.”

“I’ve been married for ten years.”

I’m used to them bickering, but this feels different from their usual arguments. There’s an unfamiliar edge to it. Normally, their bickering, even if loud, is good-natured, and it’s just how they interact. 

But I don’t think it’s my imagination. This isn’t the same.

“Maybe I do think I’m better than you,” Dee says, “because I’m not trying to sabotage the happiness of my daughters.”

“I’m not sabotaging her happiness,” Ma says. “I just don’t want her to experience the pain that I did.”

“That’s the problem!” Dee shoots back. “You twist everything into something bad.”

She’s correct, of course. When it comes to certain things, Ma is always pessimistic.

“I’m going into town,” Dee huffs. “I’ll get the donuts myself.”

I hear the back door open and close with a little more force than necessary, and then Tanya and Ma walk down the steps to the lake and get into the canoe. As they paddle away, they don’t speak a single word. It freaks me out. 

I try to return to my book, but I can’t concentrate. I feel like this is all my fault.

Ma, Tanya, and Dee bought a vacation home together. They’ve known each other for decades, provided support that my mom certainly didn’t get from her own family. And now they’re fighting, in a way I’ve never witnessed before.

Over me.

If I hadn’t been crushing on Neil, none of this would have happened.

And yes, I agree with Dee: my mom shouldn’t be interfering in my life like this and wanting me to swear off all relationships. But I still feel guilty that Dee currently isn’t in the water with Ma and Tanya, yelling at them about their paddling skills or lack thereof.  Friendships are important to Ma, and these women haven’t disappointed her the way that other people have. 

Earlier, I was too pissed at my mother to care about how I affected her friendships, but now that I can see things disintegrating before my eyes, I feel differently. Perhaps Neil was right: it really would be better if we stay apart.

But maybe it’s too late to stop the damage.


Chapter 16


“Tanya, what is this?” Dee shakes her head. “You brought the wrong condiments.”

“How was I supposed to know which ones to buy?” Tanya asks.

“I sent you a picture!”

“All ketchup tastes the same,” Ma says.

Things seem back to normal, much to my relief.

We’re sitting around the table out back for lunch. Neil is finishing up the burgers on the grill, and I’m trying not to admire the curve of his back and his strong arms as he wields the flipper. Not that you need to be strong to cook burgers, but still. He looks nice doing it.

He brings the platter of burgers and toasted buns over to the table. A flurry of hands reaches for burgers, and then we busy ourselves with toppings and condiments. Ma, as always, puts ketchup, mustard, relish, lettuce, tomato, and onion on her burger, then after she takes a bite, complains about the raw onion.

I’ve seen her do this many, many times over the years, and for some reason, the familiarity of it makes me smile today. 

“How was canoeing?” Zoey asks, looking at Ma, then Tanya.

“Good,” Tanya says. “Nice to be out in the water, but Henry was slowing us down.”

“Aiyah!” Ma exclaims. “No, you were the one slowing us down.”

“You know what we should do? Have a race in the kayaks.”

“Uh…” Zoey says, and I share her skepticism. I don’t know what will go wrong, but I have a funny feeling this is a bad idea.

“The winner will race against Dee,” Tanya says, “since she thinks she’s better than us.”

I freeze, my burger halfway to my mouth. Are they returning to their earlier argument?

“What are you talking about?” Dee asks. “I don’t just think I’m better at kayaking than you. I clearly am better.” 

Erin chuckles.

“Well, we’ll see, won’t we?” Ma says. “After I beat Tanya, you’re up against me!”

I relax and reach for the pickles.

Once we finish our burgers, Dee brings out the donuts she bought earlier, and everyone immediately reaches into the box. 

“Don’t you dare take that Boston cream donut,” Ma says to Robbie. “It’s mine.”

“Sorry, auntie.” He holds up his hands.

After lunch, Erin and Robbie offer to clean up. Ma and the aunties head inside to do…who knows what. Neil goes kayaking, and Zoey leads me down to sit on the dock as he paddles away.

“We’re leaving in an hour,” she says. “Me and my mother.”

“What?” I say. “I thought everyone was staying another two nights.”

“Yeah. But Ma wants to leave, and we came up together.” Zoey lives in Calgary; she’s just back in Ontario for a couple of weeks. “I’m going to drive her to where Norman is, so she can crash his fishing trip, then head back to Toronto.”

“But…at lunch. It seemed like everything was almost back to normal.” I desperately want everything to be normal.

“I think my mother was enjoying one last lunch,” Zoey says.

“They just bought this place together. What’s going to happen?”

“I’m sure they’ll sort it out eventually.”

I detect a thread of doubt in her voice, and I open my mouth to mention it, then think better of it. What would be the point?

“We should keep in touch,” she says. “What’s your number?”

I tell her, and she enters it into her phone, then immediately sends me a text. “Next time you’re back—Christmas?—we’ll have to make sure we hang out.”

We embrace, and she heads up the stairs to the house, while I stay on the dock. 

A few minutes later, Dee sits down beside me. “It’s not your fault, Leora. People change. They grow apart.”

No. I don’t like her saying those words, as if this can’t be fixed. No matter how irritating my mother is, I can’t stand for her to lose something.

“Your ma…” Dee begins, then shakes her head. “You shouldn’t let her past hold you back.”

“Okay.” I force a smile and don’t tell her what Neil said to me earlier.
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Zoey and Dee said goodbye to me, but as it turns out, they didn’t say goodbye to Ma and Tanya. I’m in the kitchen with my mother, making some coffee, when we hear a car pulling out.

“That must be Robbie, off to see some girls,” Ma says.

“You were talking about me?” Robbie walks into the kitchen.

Ma frowns. “Oh, you’re here. I wonder who…” She leaves the kitchen, opens the front door, then screeches.

I head to the front door as Tanya rushes downstairs. “What happened? What happened?” she asks.

“Dee and Zoey left,” Ma says. 

“They’re probably just getting more donuts,” Tanya assures her.

“No, there’s a note.” Ma holds up an envelope. “It was tucked inside the door.”

She unfolds the paper inside and slaps my wrist when I lean in to read. 

“Dee is such a scaredy-cat.” Tanya shakes her head. “She couldn’t even tell us she was leaving in person.”

“Yes, big scaredy-cat,” Ma agrees before shooting me a terrifying look. I can’t help but assume it means, This is all your fault.

Guilt wells up in me again, but I think of what Dee said and I push those feelings down as I stalk up the stairs. This is Ma’s doing, not mine. I can’t control what she does, and I don’t usually let her stop me from going after what I want.

It’s a fucking vacation, and I’m going to try to enjoy myself. Sunbathing and a drink? Hopefully that will do the trick

I go to my room to get dressed, but my bikini isn’t where I left it. I have my suspicions, though they aren’t confirmed until I spend ten minutes tearing apart the room and still can’t find my bathing suit.

Yep, my mom must have taken it so I can’t tempt Neil in my sexy bikini.

I head to my mother’s room and flip open her suitcase. I feel a moment of remorse for snooping, but she snooped in my room first, and I’m just going to take a quick look in her suitcase, nothing more.

She’s hung many of her clothes up in the small closet, but there are still things in here including…well, would you look at that. Something pink and white and ruffled.

More evidence of her meddling.

It breaks something inside me. I’m a fucking adult. I’m not the kind of adult she wants me to be, but so what? She should trust me to manage my own life.

Just like I should trust her to manage her own life.

Yes, she’s dealt with a lot of unfortunate shit, but that doesn’t mean it’s up to me to make sure her friendships survive. 

It’s not my goddamn fault, like Dee said. 

I take the bikini back to my room, put it on, and slather myself in sunscreen. Then I head outside and set out a lounge chair in the sun. It’s a lovely July day. Hot, but not too disgustingly humid. I lie down on my stomach.

“What are you doing?” Ma asks as she steps outside with a mug in her hand.

“What does it look like I’m doing?”

“What are you wearing?”

I level her with a look. “My bathing suit. The one that I strangely found in your suitcase.”

“Very strange. You know, I think it would be better if you cover up. Here, let me get you a shirt and a visor.”

“Ma,” I say, with more forcefulness than usual. “No. I’m going to enjoy my own damn vacation how I want.”

“Ah, don’t swear like that.”

“It’s not like I’m swearing in front of my class of seven-year-olds. I’m on vacation, and I will do and speak as I wish.”

She merely sniffs and walks back inside. And while that sniff expressed an impressive amount of disapproval, I don’t let it get to me. She’s the one who hid my bathing suit, and she and Auntie Tanya made me drive around for two hours looking for s’more ingredients last night—and that was far from all of their antics.

I start reading, but footsteps make me jerk my head up a moment later. Neil is standing in front of me. He mutters something under his breath.

“What’s up?” I ask, trying to keep my voice calm, but it’s difficult.

He thrusts a hand through his hair. “Come with me.” 

He tugs me out of the chair and drags me inside. As soon as we’re in his room, he pushes the door shut and presses me against it. I don’t get a chance to speak before his lips crash down on mine, and his whole body is flush against me. His kisses…oh. How did he learn to kiss like this?

“What are you doing to me?” he whispers, grabbing my ass and pressing me more firmly against his erection. Through the thin material of my bathing suit, he feels so, so close. 

“I thought…” I kiss him again. “…we weren’t…” More kisses. “…going to do this.”

“Fuck it. I don’t care. I can’t stay away, not when you…”

Neil Choy is losing control because of me, and it’s music to my ears.

“You know how often I feel like this?” He doesn’t wait for an answer. “Almost never.” He lifts me up, and I wrap my legs around his hips as his mouth moves desperately to my neck. “And I thought about what you told me…about what you overheard…”

He trails off as another voice fills the air.

“Le-or-a! Where are you?”

I hang my head, and my libido plummets. Not to zero, because Neil is still touching me, but close. I unlock my legs and set my feet on the floor.

“Later,” he says. “I promise.”


Chapter 17


At dinnertime, nobody’s in the mood to cook, so we order pizza from the only pizza place within twenty kilometers. We eat in the kitchen, since it’s started raining. Ma and Tanya keep chatting—with occasional words from Robbie—but it seems a bit artificial. Brittle. 

They don’t mention Dee’s absence, and that feels weird.

I do my best not to scowl…too much.

I can’t help wondering why Erin is still here. Her mother and sister are gone, and she doesn’t seem to particularly enjoy the outdoors.

“What should we do after dinner?” Tanya asks after finishing her slice of pepperoni pizza.

“Charades? Pictionary?” Robbie suggests. I can’t tell whether he’s joking.

“Ah, no, we’ll play mahjong,” Ma says.

“Sounds good,” Erin says. “I’ll play.”

“So will I,” Robbie jumps in.

“No!” Ma says. “Then Leora and Neil are the only two not playing. Not acceptable.”

Here we go again. 

I cling to the words that Neil whispered earlier. Later. I promise.

“Aw, what’s the big deal, Auntie Hen?” Robbie says. “It’s not like we’re teenagers anymore. In fact, Neil is thirty. He’s an old man.”

Tanya glares at her youngest son. “I agree with Henry. We can’t have Leora and Neil—” 

“Enough.” Neil slaps his hands on the table and stands up. He spares a quick glower for his brother, then turns to our mothers, who seem to be stunned into silence. He never talks this loudly or forcefully. “This nonsense has gone on far too long. I won’t let you keep us apart any longer. Leora and I are going on a date tonight. End of discussion.”

“You can’t—” Tanya begins.

“I can, and I will.” He looks at me. “If she says yes.”

“Yes,” I say automatically.

Not gonna lie. His unexpected take-charge attitude is turning me on, not that I need more things about Neil Choy to turn me on. When he said “later,” this wasn’t what I expected. He’s typically quiet in a group, but he just claimed me. 

“Great,” he says. “Let’s go, Leora. And pack a suitcase.”

He stalks out of the kitchen, leaving our mothers with their mouths hanging open.
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After five minutes of silence in the car, I say, “So, uh, where are we going? If you asked me to bring my suitcase, are we not coming back until the morning?”

Neil flicks his gaze in my direction before looking back at the road. “There’s not much around here, but I did manage to find a diner that’s supposed to have good pie. I thought we could go there for dessert, since you like sweets, and then to a bed and breakfast. I made reservations earlier. Although if you’d prefer not to spend the night together—”

“I definitely want to.” I release an unsteady breath as desire pumps through me. Oh, God, do I ever want to spend the night with him. “And you know what? Let’s skip the pie.” 

He nods. “We just need to make one stop first.”

That stop?

It’s to pick up condoms.

Fifteen minutes after the condoms are procured, we pull up to a large house surrounded by trees. The sign says “Tranquil Hillside Bed and Breakfast.”

Well, I can’t imagine that what we do will be too…tranquil.

As soon as Neil turns off the engine, I launch myself at him, kissing his mouth as I try to maneuver myself onto his lap.

“Leora,” he says, “I appreciate the enthusiasm, but we’ll have a bed in just two minutes.”

When he knocks on the front door, a middle-aged white woman in an apron welcomes us. Her name is Sandy. She points out the maps and brochures with information on the area. Then she shows us the coffee and tea nook, where we should feel free to help ourselves whenever we like, as well as the tables where breakfast will be served in the morning. 

Great. Now it’s time to show us our bedroom, right?

Apparently not.

“Select which of three meals you’d like for tomorrow and slip your paper in the box.” Sandy hands us two sheets of paper. “Where are you folks coming from?”

“Uh…” Neil says.

“Toronto,” I say with a forced smile.

“And you’re only staying with us for one night. Where are you off to after this?”

Well, funny story. You see, our moms have a vacation home not far from here, and we were supposed to be staying there for a week, but they’re determined to keep us apart, and we need a vacation from our vacation…

No, a lie will be much more efficient than the truth, and Neil seems to be struggling with this making-up-lies-on-the-spot business, but that’s okay. I can manage.

“We’re renting a cabin near Bon Echo?” I say. 

Bon Echo is a provincial park an hour or two from here…I think. 

I hope Sandy is now done with the inquisition.

Alas…

“Oh, you’ll love it,” Sandy says. “My daughter lives near there.”

It turns out that Sandy knows a lot about Bon Echo, and normally, I might enjoy this conversation, but we just purchased condoms and other things are on my mind. 

Like the fact that it’s definitely been more than two minutes.

I try for short—but not rude—answers to her questions as Neil paces, but Sandy keeps talking.

Eventually, the conversation about Bon Echo ends. She shows us to the Sycamore Room and hands us our keys, as well as reminding us to fill out our breakfast orders. 

Neil brings our suitcases into the room and locks the door. “Is this okay?” 

We’re finally alone. 

I don’t care about anything else, though my eyes are drawn to the large sleigh bed.

He sees where I’m looking and gives me a naughty grin. I’ve never seen an expression quite like that on his face before, and I tingle in anticipation. He removes his glasses, setting them aside on a small table.

He means business.

And then I’m up against the door again, just like I was this afternoon.

Unlike earlier, there are no relatives in the house. No scheming mothers. No one who will interrupt us. I don’t know how many other rooms there are at Tranquil Breasts—

Oh, wait. That’s not what it’s called. It’s Tranquil…something. But I can’t remember right now, because Neil is dipping his head to kiss my mouth, and one of his hands slides under my tank top, curving over my stomach. He undoes my bra with a flick of his fingers and pulls it over my head with the tank top. They land on the floor as his hands go to my naked breasts, caressing and squeezing. 

I lean more heavily against the door, needing something to support my weight. He’s not kissing me anymore; no, he’s pulled back and his gaze is laser-focused on my chest.

No more pretending not to look. 

When he dips down to take one nipple between his lips, I manage an inelegant squeak and slap a hand over my mouth. Although there are no mothers to worry about, there are other people here, so I won’t be too loud.

“Leora, Leora,” he murmurs, before switching to my other breast. “You’re so beautiful.”

He lifts his head from my chest, and there’s a hungry look in his eyes. Bringing out this side of Neil…it’s exhilarating. I squirm against the hard door at my back, and the corner of his mouth tips up as he places a hand on the button of my shorts. When I nod, he undoes the button and zipper and plunges his hand inside my panties. 

“Oh, fuck,” I mutter as the tip of his finger runs along my entrance. “Fuckity fuck.” I’ve lost control of the words coming out of my mouth.

He’s watching my face as he pushes his finger inside. I’m sure he’s carefully studying my reactions and will put that knowledge to good use in the future. The thought makes me even wetter.

I squirm harder against him, and then I decide I can stand it no more.

I need to see him, too. 

I pull his shirt over his head, eager to touch what I’ve been admiring all week. Sure, he was shirtless after I got chocolate on his shirt last night, but that wasn’t long before our mothers interrupted. My hands scramble all over his chest as he kisses me, as his finger slides in and out. 

Just then, his phone vibrates in his pocket, and he curses but makes no move to check it.

His attention is all on me. 

He puts his hands on the waistband of my shorts, and I shimmy out of them, followed by my underwear. Then I reach for him, quickly tearing off the rest of his clothes: his shorts and his black boxer-briefs.

There are two kinds of people in the world. Those who wear plain black underwear and those who…

Nah, I can’t finish that thought right now. Because Neil Choy is naked in front of me. Sure, I’ve only known that I want him naked for less than a week, but this feels like it’s a long time coming.

His cock juts out toward me, and I circle my hands around it and idly stroke him as I admire him from up close. His body is hard and strong, but with a touch of softness and give. I trail my hand over his nipple, and when he hisses out a breath, I feel myself smile.

“Enough of that for now.” He lies down on the bed, on his back. “Take a seat.” When I lower myself onto the bed and move to straddle his hips, he speaks again. “Higher.” 

“You mean—”

“You know what I mean, Leora.”

Ooh, that stern voice really does it for me.

I slowly lower myself to his face. After one stroke of his tongue, I clutch a hand to my mouth. I’m already close to combusting. Another lick and I grip the headboard with both hands to stop myself from collapsing into a puddle. 

His tongue dips inside me. I barely know what’s happening anymore but it’s so, so good, and I’m writhing on top of him, playing with my tits with one hand and gripping the headboard with the other and—

“Oh fuck…Neil…” I whimper. “Neil…”

And then, God have mercy, he slips his finger inside me again, and when he tongues my clit, I come apart on his face, trembling.

Even if I’m barely capable of forming thoughts right now, I do know one thing.

“I want you inside me now,” I say. “Please.”

Suddenly, I’m the one lying on my back, and Neil is rolling on a condom. He holds himself over me as I’m still feeling the aftershocks of that orgasm—I didn’t think they could last so long. Then he takes his cock in hand. His expression is serious as he runs the sheathed tip against my pussy lips. 

I cover my face with my hands, barely able to stand it. I’m not usually so desperate once I’ve come once, but apparently today, with him, is different.

And then, at long last, he begins to push into me, and I take him, an inch at a time, groaning at how right this feels. 

“Okay?” he asks. 

There’s a notch between his eyebrows, and I reach out with one hand to smooth it. I certainly don’t have the words for what I’m feeling, but I give him an answer: “Okay.”

He fucks me with slow, deep strokes, and somehow, it’s exactly how I knew it would be, but completely different at the same time. I run a hand through the sprinkling of hair on his chest. Then I wrap my arms around him and pull him close, so his naked chest is against mine, and I bend my legs to take him deeper. I want to do everything all at once. I kiss him fervently, but it’s different from all our other kisses.

Because this time, he’s inside me. 

Neil is losing control, and it’s beautiful. He speeds up his thrusts…and then he turns his face away from mine and growls as he comes inside me. “Leora.”

I follow him a moment later.

In the aftermath, he presses kisses to my face. Forehead, cheeks, chin. The tip of my nose. When he withdraws and heads to the washroom, I sigh, feeling boneless and content.

But as I wait for him to return, I start to feel the tiniest bit afraid. 

Earlier, all I could think about was finally getting to be alone with Neil, but now that we’ve had sex, I can’t help wondering where he thinks this is going. 

He told me that he didn’t think we should pursue anything…then said he couldn’t stay away and he’s almost never felt like this. 

But what if he just wanted one hot night?

Yes, he made a plan to go out for dessert first, but maybe he felt obligated to take me on a date before taking me to bed. 

I’m not sure.

How does he feel now? What, exactly, does he want?


Chapter 18


When Neil comes back from the washroom, he immediately tugs me into his arms and pulls me close. The cuddles definitely quiet some of the anxieties in my brain. It’s hard to be too freaked out while this gorgeous man is holding me. 

After a few minutes, he lifts his head and runs a hand through his hair.

“I have…something to ask you,” he says hesitantly. 

“Go ahead.” I try to sound calm, but in truth, my heart rate has kicked up.

“Dating…at the beginning…is tough for me. Not knowing where I stand. Having no idea when to actually call it a relationship, when to have discussions about exclusivity. That sort of thing. So I’d rather discuss it now.” He pauses. “I do really like you, Leora, and that doesn’t happen often for me. I’m not going to see anyone else, and I would…like to call you my girlfriend, if you’re okay with that. If you’re not sure yet—”

“No, no. I am,” I say, finding the formality of this endearing. “And I appreciate it, because I wasn’t entirely sure what you’d want now, after what you said this morning.” I decide I ought to be perfectly clear. “Yes, I’ll be your girlfriend.”

I’m rewarded with a smile and a long, slow kiss on the lips.

I don’t know how much time passes as we leisurely kiss each other, without the complete desperation of earlier.

“I’m glad I don’t have to explain my mother to you,” I say eventually. “You’ve known her for decades, and your mother is similar. A couple of years ago, I dated a surgeon whose family was from Hong Kong. He wasn’t at all afraid of meeting my mom—he was cocky, convinced there was no way she wouldn’t love him. Because, of course, an Asian mother would want to see her daughter married to a surgeon, right? But then he met her, and at one point I left the table for five minutes to use the washroom, and when I came back…”

I shake my head, not wanting to relive that memory. Though there was something a little satisfying about seeing this cocky guy practically reduced to tears by my mother. Neither of them would tell me exactly what she’d said, but he’d broken up with me soon after. 

Even though I realized I was better off without him, he was the first guy I’d introduced to my mom since university, and it made me worry that no man would ever make it long-term with me.

“What about you?” I ask. “Have you had many relationships, other than the one you mentioned in front of our families? Did they meet your mother?”

“I’ve had two. Then a couple more that never really got off the ground.”

“So, you haven’t avoided romance, despite your mother’s anti-relationship stance.”

“No. I’m just determined to be nothing like my father.” 

His jaw clenches, and I stroke it with my thumb. “I never met your father, but I suspect you, Neil Choy, are the sort of man who succeeds when he’s determined.”

“I do my best.” He presses another kiss to my mouth. “And you?”

“I was always a bit of a romantic, and my mother hated it.”

“What sort of romantic things do you like?” 

“You going to write them down?” I ask.

“Don’t worry, I’ll remember. Flowers, chocolates, baths by candlelight?”

“Secluded bed and breakfasts with ‘tranquil’ in the name are a particular favorite of mine, but those sound good, too, as does being outside in a hot tub under the stars.” I run a hand through his hair. “When I was younger, I used to fall in love easily, sometimes with unsuitable guys. I loved the idea of being in love. When it didn’t work out, I’d pick myself up and try again. Over the years, I started being smarter about who was worth my time—but I never swore relationships off. Never stopped having romantic fantasies.”

“I’m glad,” he says. 

“Earlier, I couldn’t help wishing my mother was one of those matchmaking mamas because then she definitely would have tried to set me up with the architect son of her best friend. She probably wouldn’t have shut up about you.”

He laughs softly. “Instead, here we are.”

“Here we are,” I echo.

We’re silent for a few moments.

“You know what my mother hated?” He pauses, and I nod for him to continue. “I was never social in the way she wanted me to be. When she was a kid, she wanted to go to school dances and parties and things like that, but she wasn’t allowed. So she made it very clear that I could do those things, yet I never wanted to. It was a disappointment to her that I had the opportunity to ‘fit in,’ as she called it, but didn’t. It wasn’t like I had no friends, though I only had a couple, and I was okay with that.”

“Neil…”

“Robbie, on the other hand, interacted with people the way she wanted me to. She wished I was more like him, but a lot of things were overwhelming for me. Once, I went to a school dance and left after five minutes. Too many people—but more than anything, it was the loud music that was torture.” He pauses again and plays piano on my thigh with his right hand. “A few years ago, I started wondering if I’m autistic, for a bunch of reasons. When I looked into getting a diagnosis, my doctor referred me to a psychologist. It would have been expensive, and my insurance didn’t cover it, so I didn’t bother. I could pay for it if I had to, but I feel like I understand myself reasonably well by now, and getting a diagnosis—or not—wouldn’t change much for me. Not enough to be worth the cost.” 

“Yeah, I can imagine it wouldn’t be cheap. I don’t know much about it for adults, though.” I do have some knowledge when it comes to kids, and I can see how it fits with the Neil I knew when I was younger—and the person he is now. Actually, I’m surprised it didn’t occur to me before. “Is your mother better about it these days? Or does she still wish you were someone you’re not?”

“She’s better. She isn’t actively trying to make me into someone else. Though when she made that comment about me being a homebody the other day, I flinched inside. And when you told me about how you overheard her plotting with your mother…the more I thought about it, the more I remembered how she used to make me do things I didn’t want to do. How she thought she knew better than me but didn’t understand me, and how she was doing it yet again. I don’t want to hurt her, to cause problems for her, but I refuse to hurt myself in the process.”

I place my hand on his hand—the one that’s not playing piano on my thigh—and give it what I hope is a reassuring squeeze. He’s fine just as he is. I trust him to know himself…and I’m touched that he’s felt comfortable to share this with me. I know it’s rare for Neil to talk this much.

He nods briskly, as though we’re done with this topic. “We should fill out the breakfast forms.”

I make a sound of protest. I don’t want to move from this bed. 

“Don’t worry, I’ll get them and take them back.” He stands up, and I admire his naked ass as he walks across the room and retrieves the papers from the floor by the door, which is apparently where they ended up when we started pawing each as soon as we were alone.

We fill them out, and then he puts on clothes—a very sad situation—and leaves the room. But as soon as he comes back, he strips again, and I admire the flex of his arms as he lifts them over his head and removes his shirt, followed by his shorts and underwear.

“You could have gone commando,” I say. “I mean, you only needed to look respectable for thirty seconds. Nobody would have noticed.”

He gives me a stern look. I suspect that “going commando” is the sort of tomfoolery that Neil would never consider, and at the sight of that look and his naked body, I clench my thighs together. When he climbs back into bed, I eagerly reach for him and drape myself all over him…then freeze.

“What’s wrong?” he asks.

“Oh, nothing. Just afraid that our mothers could barge in and try to stop us, but they don’t know where we are, and they don’t have the key.”

I picture them yelling at each other outside, trying to figure out how to get in the window, and I almost start laughing hysterically, but then Neil draws my attention away.

“Thank you for earlier,” he says. “When Sandy asked where we were off to next, I had no idea what to say. I’m not great at thinking of words off the top of my head like that.”

“It’s not like I did a great job. When I said ‘Bon Echo,’ it came out as a question.”

“It’s much better than I could have done.”

The way he speaks…it’s like he’s genuinely impressed with me for this little thing, and yes, it’s just a little thing, but it still makes me feel warm and gooey. I chuckle.

“What’s up?” he asks. 

“You make me feel like a s’more inside.”

His eyebrows draw together slightly, but he smiles. 

It’s easy to be honest with him. After everything we’ve had to deal with in the past few days, he’s still here, beside me, and I feel like I can do no wrong. With my mother—and with many other people, in all truth—I often feel like I’m not quite right, even if they never say so. But I don’t have that feeling with him. Even if I annoy him at times, I always feel respected, and I hope I make him feel the same way.

“Seriously,” I say. “I’m happy to do most of the lying to other people in our relationship.” Using that word makes me slightly giddy…and then I feel even more giddy when I see my smile mirrored on his face.

“Your job probably gives you practice at thinking on your feet. For me, standing in front of a classful of kids—”

“Your worst nightmare?”

“Perhaps not my worst, but…”

“Yeah, it’s not for everyone,” I say, “but it’s rewarding, and I like the age I teach. Especially the stories they write. They’re so creative.” I start laughing as one randomly comes to mind. Why this one, I’m not sure. “I had a kid last year who wrote a story called ‘The Gold Digger.’ It was about a backhoe that was digging for gold. I assume he’d heard the term somewhere and it stuck in his mind.”

See, kids? Sometimes words don’t mean what you think they mean.

“Do you want children of your own?” he asks suddenly.

“Yeah. Not immediately, but someday. You do, too, right? You made a comment about doing better than your father…”

He nods.

I know, I know. We just had sex for the first time, and we’re already talking about whether we want kids. Maybe it’s a little fast, but I do like his way of being straightforward.

Yes, I could see this going places.

I briefly wonder what kind of parents we’d be, and how our own childhood experiences will affect the decisions we make. Ma took her parents’ example and did the exact opposite, and it sounds like Tanya was similar, though they didn’t fully account for their children being different people from them—I’ll have to make sure I don’t make that mistake.

But I don’t want to think about it too much right now.

I wrap my arms tightly around Neil and rest my head on his shoulder. We’re cocooned in our own little room, and it’s hard to worry about the rest of the world when I’m lying in bed with him. And when I swing my leg over his body, I can’t help but notice…

I inhale swiftly as his erection presses against my thigh.

“Sorry,” he says. “When I’m around you—”

I press a finger to his lips. “What do you have to be sorry for? This is our vacation from our vacation, and we’re going to have a good time.”

I straddle him and look down at his face, his adorably mussed hair, feeling like the most special person in the world for getting to see him like this. I hold his gaze as I rub myself against him.

“Leora…” he groans.

I slide down his body and take his cock into my mouth, all at once, and he releases a strangled sound. As I suck on him and he responds to my every movement—tilting back his head, clenching the sheet, and making more inarticulate noises—moisture pools between my legs again. I can’t help humping the bed, which doesn’t escape Neil’s notice. 

I reach for a condom from the box on the bedside table. (When did he put it there? I didn’t seem him do it.) I open the package and roll the condom onto his cock, and he hisses out a breath.

And then I sink down onto him. Slowly, giving myself a chance to get accustomed to him again. He feels incredible.

He grasps my hips as I ride him, and this time, it’s a little different from the last, even if only an hour has passed. Because now, I know there will be more, once we leave this room tomorrow, and that only adds to my pleasure. 

When I lean over and kiss him, I adjust my position so that I can get some friction against my clit. His hands move to my ass and squeeze, and now all the sensations are starting to overwhelm me. I barely know what’s happening; I feel like I’ve lost control of my body.

I shudder on top of him, my orgasm shooting out to the tips of my fingers and toes. Then I rest my body on top of his, and he holds me tightly for a moment before he begins to thrust up into me and finds his release.

This time, when he goes to clean himself up, I’m a blissed-out puddle who’s completely unconcerned about the future. Who can think of nothing but touching him more and more. 

When he returns to bed, he holds me from behind, and we don’t speak for a long time. It’s a comfortable, affectionate silence, and his skin is pleasantly warm against mine.

Mmm. Now this is a good vacation. 

Eventually, an unwanted thought pops into my mind: tomorrow, we’ll have to go back and face our families. 

But then I push it away and become a blissed-out puddle once more.


Chapter 19


Breakfast is delicious. I selected waffles, which came with fruit salad, whipped cream, maple syrup, and a side of bacon, and I’m very happy with my choice. Neil, on the other hand, selected the summer vegetable frittata. He raises an eyebrow as I douse my waffles in extra maple syrup but says nothing, and I can’t help laughing at his mild disapproval.

I’m sure the food tastes good, in part, because I’m with him, and because I worked up quite an appetite this morning, after he woke me up with a kiss on the cheek, then slid between my legs and…well. Multiple orgasms occurred, let’s just say that.

I can’t help groaning as I swallow a bite of waffle with strawberry and syrup, and I can’t help noticing how Neil stares at my lips before studiously looking back at his frittata.

But we’re in public, so I need to rein in those thoughts.

“What do you remember about me from when we were kids?” I ask him. 

“Well, I definitely remember the time you cheated at Scrabble.”

I don’t recall that, but it’s entirely possible I did.

“You spelled a seven-letter word with a blank,” he says, “and then when we got to the end and I saw there were three blank tiles on the board instead of two, I flipped over the blank in your seven-letter word, and it was actually a C.”

“It sounds like you’ve been mad about that for twenty years.”

“Eighteen years,” he corrects.

“Eighteen years, then. And so, when you saw me again last week, was that your first thought? Scrabble cheater?”

“No, only my second or third. My first was that I better catch you before you fell in the lake.”

I laugh as I spear a piece of melon with my fork. “We should have a game night when we’re back in Toronto. I’ll beat you at Scrabble fair and square.” That’s all talk. I haven’t played in years.

“I’d be very happy to have a rematch.”

“Is that so?” I wink at him, then have another bite of waffle.

My phone vibrates on the table. It’s a text from Dee. I hear you and Neil went to a bed and breakfast for the night. I hope you had a good time.

I choke on my waffle and wash it down with some orange juice.

Well, that just ruined my pleasant morning-after glow, even if I appreciate that Dee isn’t against us being together. And thinking of Dee reminds me of her fight with Neil’s mother and my mother, and I can’t help feeling slightly guilty again. I decided not to let our moms get in the way of what I have with Neil, but that doesn’t mean my guilt is entirely gone.

His phone buzzes, and he glances at it. “My mother is asking when we’re coming back.”

I sigh, and the half-eaten plate of food in front of me looks slightly less appetizing. But only slightly, because it really is delicious.

“How’s your food?” Sandy stops by our table with the coffee pot. “Need more coffee?” She gestures to our empty mugs.

“Yes, please,” I say, even though I usually wouldn’t.

Neil nods with a smile.

“Off to Bon Echo today, right?” she says.

“That’s right,” I say cheerfully. 

When she moves on to another table, I put a bite of waffle drowned in syrup in my mouth, then follow it with a gulp of coffee. I can’t help remembering the day I came up here last week and how I was chugging coffee in the parking lot of Tim Hortons.

At least it’s only eight in the morning now. This shouldn’t affect my sleep tonight.
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When we climb into Neil’s car, I ask if I can choose the music.

“Go ahead,” he says.

“Excellent.”

“You sound like a villain rubbing their hands in evil glee.”

“Exactly what I was aiming for, thank you.” I execute a quick bow, as best as I can in the car.

He pulls out onto the road, and I connect my phone to the Bluetooth and put on Katy Perry. Specifically, “Peacock.”

“Is she saying what I think she’s saying?” he asks about three seconds later. “Using ‘peacock’ for ‘cock’?”

“Yup,” I say cheerfully. “She wants to get him naked.”

“Is this supposed to be a hint? You already got me naked.”

“Mmm, I did, but I could always do it again.”

“I can’t believe this is a, uh, song.” He speaks in a voice that says, I disapprove.

I hide a smile. I don’t know why I’m so fond of his slightly stern looks…and now that I know what can happen when I get his clothes off, I’m even more fond of them.

For the next few minutes, we drive in silence—aside from the music, that is—and when the song’s over, he says, “How many times does she say ‘peacock’?”

“I don’t know. Probably a few dozen and…”

I trail off as I see the most incredible thing ever.

“It’s a sign,” I whisper.

“What’s a sign?”

“Didn’t you see it? Turn the car around.”

He sighs and turns around at the next opportunity. “You want to go to the store we passed?”

“Yes!” I’m practically bouncing in my seat. 

We soon turn into the store that Robbie and I visited during the scavenger hunt a few days ago, but there’s something I hadn’t noticed then—or perhaps it wasn’t here.

“Are you serious?” Neil mutters.

“I sure am.” I jump out of the car and hurry over to the thing that caught my eye.

A peacock floatie. 

“I’m getting it.” I turn my eye to the other floaties, sizing them up. “Which one would you like?” I ask Neil.

“None of them.”

“Why not? That fire-breathing dragon looks kick-ass. The frosted donut is pretty good, too. But you know what? I think the flamingo suits you best.”

Okay, maybe I’m doing this partly to delay the inevitable. I’m a little frightened of what will happen when we return to our mothers.

But also? I’ve always wanted a cool floatie.

“Or we could get two peacocks so we’re twins!” I say.

Neil levels me with a glare, but then he turns away, and it’s a bit hard to tell in the light, but I think he’s hiding a smile.

“The flamingo is fine,” he says.

“You know, I don’t need to get one for you if you don’t want…”

“The flamingo is fine,” he repeats.

“You’re aware of why I picked the flamingo, right? Because the first time we met, I drew—”

“I remember.”

“So you’re not going to tell on me this time?”

He shoots me a look of fond exasperation.  

We head inside so I can find the uninflated versions of the floaties. I also delight in discovering that they sell beach towels—and not of the solid-color or plain-stripe variety. I don’t want to get him anything too over-the-top—after all, I’ve already convinced him on the flamingo floatie—so I pick out a towel with a pattern of seahorses in different shades of blue. 

At the cash register, Neil shocks me by pulling out his credit card before I have a chance to dig my wallet out of my purse. 

“Are you sure?” I ask. 

“Yes,” he says in a clipped voice that brokers no argument. 

That tone kind of turns me on, to be honest. 

Once we return to the car, our purchases safely stowed in the trunk, we continue to our moms’ vacation home. As we pull to a stop, I can’t help feeling anxious. What will they say to us? What sort of argument will ensue? How is this my life?

The front door is unlocked, and we enter.

“We’re back!” I shout.

No answer.

“They’re probably on the patio,” Neil says.

Good point. We leave our suitcases, as well as our new purchases, in the entryway and walk around to the back, but nobody’s here, either.

Huh.

“Maybe they took the boats out,” I suggest.

We check. All the boats are accounted for. 

“Was everyone’s car out front?” he asks. “I didn’t notice.”

We return to the front of the house. Indeed, my mother’s car is gone, and it’s weirdly anticlimactic when I realize that. On one hand, I’m relieved, but this isn’t what I expected.

“Ooh, you know what we should do?” I say to Neil. “We should try out our new purchases while we wait for them.”

And this is how, half an hour later, I’m wearing my bikini and sitting on the dock in the peacock floatie. The flamingo is next to me, but Neil isn’t sitting there yet. He went inside to make us mimosas, and I figure this is a good time to call Jaime.  

She answers my video call right away. “Hey, Leora—wait, are you in a peacock floatie?”

“Yup!” I say cheerfully, then move the phone so she can see the flamingo. That’s part of the reason I wanted the video call. “Neil and I bought them this morning, after spending the night at a B&B.”

Her eyes bug out of her head.

That’s the other reason I wanted a video call: so I could see her reaction.

“Tell me everything,” she says. “How was your night? Was it good? Was he good?”

I don’t tell her everything, but I give her a quick recap of the past twenty-four hours, and she practically squeals at a few points.

Just then, something cool hits my hand, the hand that isn’t holding my phone. I turn to see a mimosa…and Neil in swim trunks and a T-shirt.

“Okay, Jaime, gotta go. See you tomorrow.”

I end the call and sip my mimosa. As always, Neil makes good drinks. 

“Mmm. Thank you.” I tilt my head up, and he leans down for a kiss.

It’s delightful to be able to do that.

“Are you ready to put the floaties in the water, now that you have your drink?” he asks.

“Nah, I’m kind of enjoying it here. Let me be lazy for a few more minutes. Take a seat.”

Neil dutifully sits in the flamingo floatie next to me and strips off his shirt.

I pick up my phone. “Say cheese.”

He scowls at me instead, but that doesn’t make the photo any less hot.

“I’m going to set it as my lock-screen picture,” I say before holding my phone up for another photo. “Now, let’s take a few more. One, two…”

Neil’s floatie is closer to the shore, and I trail off when I see what’s behind him.

Robbie and Erin are walking down the steps, and they’re holding hands.


Chapter 20


I close my eyes and give my head a shake, convinced I must have been seeing things. When I open my eyes, Erin and Robbie are still descending the stairs, but she’s in front of him and there’s no hand-holding.

Yep, must just have been my imagination. After the night in the B&B, my brain is seeing romance everywhere.

“So how was your date?” Robbie asks with a grin, looking at Neil. “By the way, I like your flamingo.”

“Thanks,” Neil grunts.

“It was my idea,” I say.

“Obviously,” Robbie says. 

“Where are our mothers?” 

“They went out for breakfast a while ago.”

“Were you and Erin in the house when I shouted ‘we’re back’?” I ask. “Interesting that nobody answered.”

“Huh. I didn’t hear you.”

“Neither did I,” Erin says.

Very interesting. I’m now suspicious that the hand-holding wasn’t my imagination. Although Robbie did say I was kind of like his sister or cousin, maybe he sees Erin differently. 

Then I recall the night of the Butter Tart Incident, when I noticed Erin in the hallway. Were they together then?

I don’t have much time to consider that as my mother’s voice booms out, “Le-or-a!”

Yep, Ma and Tanya are now hurrying down the steps toward the edge of the lake. I brace myself for their arrival. 

“What on earth are you doing?” Ma asks.

“What does it look like I’m doing?” I ask mildly. “I’m sitting on the dock in a peacock floatie, wearing a bikini—the one you tried to steal the other day—and drinking a mimosa.”

“Ah, it’s supposed to be a peacock? It looks nothing like a peacock.”

“What the hell else could it be?”

“An ostrich?”

“Do ostriches have fabulous tail feathers like this?”

Ma clucks her tongue. “Did you have a good night?”

“It was lovely. Thanks for asking.”

“So, you’ve had your one night of fun and gotten him out of your system?”

“What?” I’m familiar with the phrase—and I did briefly worry that Neil felt that way about me—but hearing my mom use it is different.

“It’s something I’ve read about,” she says. “You’re attracted to someone, you sleep with them to get them out of your system, and then you go on with your life. Worked for me.”

I choke on my drink but recover quickly. “Oh my God, Ma. Too much information. And that strategy never works in the books I’ve read.”

“What sort of books are those?”

“Ones you wouldn’t approve of.”

“Because they’re putting silly ideas in your brain!”

I stand up, one hand clenched on my glass, the other clenched into a fist. “I don’t care what you think. I’m living the life I want, and Neil and I are together now.” 

“You know this isn’t smart.” Ma’s expression looks pained. 

“I’m aware of what you think. You’ve made that very, very clear over the years.”

“If you absolutely have to date someone, fine! But not him.” 

“What is so terrible about my son?” Tanya demands. “Your daughter is the one I’m worried about!”

“Because of the so-called drugs?” I say. “I spilled some sugar. That’s all.”

“I know it was sugar!”

“So then why did you say it was cocaine?” 

But my question is lost in the commotion. 

“Why are you so suspicious of my daughter?” Ma shouts, getting in Tanya’s face. 

“She’s always dating. She’s had so many boyfriends. But Neil isn’t like that—he rarely dates anyone, and I’m sure she’ll break his heart. She’s so immature.”

For once, Ma seems to be stunned into speechlessness.

Does she think Tanya crossed the line?

Neil gets out of the flamingo and walks over to me. He puts a hand on my waist, but his words are directed at his mother. “You don’t need to try to protect me like this. And don’t you dare insult Leora.”

“So, why would Neil be bad for her, Henry?” Tanya puts her hands on her hips. “You still haven’t told me.”

“He’ll manipulate her into changing who she is,” Ma says, finding her voice again. 

I sputter. “That’s your concern? I thought you wanted me to change! You’ve never approved of how I live my life, from the time I was a little girl. You wouldn’t let me have the toys and books I wanted.”

“Aiyah! You were a child. You didn’t know any better.”

“And now, you still don’t approve.” I swallow hard, my body shaking. I can’t believe we’re getting into this here. At the vacation home. While I’m wearing a bikini after sunbathing in a peacock floatie. 

“He’s so different from you,” Ma says. “He’ll bring down your spirit, and he’ll probably expect you to stay home and look after babies and do all the chores. And then when he gets bored and abandons you, you’ll have to start from nothing.”

“Henry! How dare you!” Tanya shouts.

 “Leora doesn’t have to do anything she doesn’t want to,” Neil says, his voice so icy that everyone is quiet for a few seconds. 

Of course, it doesn’t last more than a few seconds. 

“He’ll leave you for a younger mistress,” Ma goes on, “and—” 

“Neil?” Robbie says with a surprised laugh. “You’re talking about Neil? Really?”

“My son would never do that!” Tanya shrieks at Ma. “What’s wrong with you?”

My worst fears are coming true, though I didn’t expect things to escalate quite this quickly.

“Auntie Henrietta,” Neil says, “I promise to treat Leora with the respect she deserves.” He squeezes my hand, providing a little comfort, but nothing can calm me completely now.

“Please let me live my life,” I beg my mother. “Don’t interfere.” 

“Aiyah!” Ma says. “I’m just standing up for you.”

“Oh, yeah.” I snort. “Telling embarrassing stories about me, stealing my bathing suit, making me drive around for s’mores ingredients so I wouldn’t spend time with Neil…that’s all sticking up for me? Not ridiculous interference in your grown-up daughter’s life? You even wanted to flood my room! Do you hear yourself?”

Erin makes a strange sound, then reaches for Robbie’s hand.

This time, I’m positive I’m not imagining it, and Tanya sees it, too—her eyes bug out of her head.

“Maybe you should have paid more attention to me, Auntie Tanya,” Erin says. “You were so focused on Leora and Neil that you totally missed it.”

“Robbie is just fooling around,” Tanya says. “It’s the way he is.”

“And this doesn’t bother you?” Ma screeches. “What have you taught your sons?”

“To be honest about what they’re offering. If they want to have a little fun, that’s fine; they just need to be clear they’re not making promises.”

Ma eyes Erin. “So that’s why you stayed, even after your mom and sister left.”

Robbie clears his throat. “It’s not only sex, just so you know.”

“You were having sex in my home?” Ma points at him and steps closer, her finger dangerously close to his eye. “In which room?”

“It’s not your home,” Tanya shoots back. “It’s all three of ours.”

“But I put down the most money.” 

Oh my God. This is going downhill fast. 

I take a break from focusing on the shitshow in front of me to think about the fact that Erin and Robbie sure as hell managed to hide it better than me and Neil. Huh.

Then I look down at my hand, which Neil is still holding. In fact, he’s starting to squeeze it rather hard, and he looks overwhelmed.

A few hours ago, we were enjoying a big breakfast without all this ruckus. And an hour before that we were…well. Our vacation from our vacation seems like a fantasyland now, and we’ve been rudely returned to the real world.

Can the two of us really survive here? 

I don’t know.

I still want to give it a try. I still like how I feel when I’m with him. But this really is a shitshow, and even if my mother is being completely unreasonable, I can’t forget that she’s sacrificed a lot for me.

She and Tanya are still bickering about finances. I don’t look up until I hear Robbie shout.

“Mom!” He’s holding his mother back…so she doesn’t hit my mother?

“You think you’re better than us,” Tanya says. “Just because you make more money.”

“I never said that,” Ma retorts. “You’re putting words in my mouth.”

“It’s clear you don’t always say everything that’s on your mind. I never knew what you thought about my sons until now.”

“Keep Neil away from my daughter, and everything will be fine.” She glares at him. “Come on. Promise you’ll stay away from her.”

“No,” he growls. It sounds almost feral.

“I still don’t see why you’re insulting Neil,” Tanya says, “when Leora is the one who—”

Ma lunges at Tanya, and Erin and I hurry to her side and hold her back, while Neil goes to his mother.

I can’t believe we’re literally holding them back from a fight.

“Fine.” Tanya straightens. “We’re leaving now.” She looks at Neil, then Robbie. “Pack your things.” And with that, she hurries up the stairs, followed by Robbie and Erin. 

Neil steps toward me and leads me to the end of the dock, by the peacock floatie, which brought me so much joy earlier.

“Are you really leaving?” I ask.

“I think I should,” he says quietly, and my heart sinks. “But I promise, we’ll figure it out.” He brushes my finger over my cheek, and I realize I’m crying. “I’ll text you as soon as I get to Toronto.”

I’m relieved to hear him say that, after the doubts he expressed early yesterday. He’s not going back on what he said last night.

Maybe he just thinks there’s no point holding back when the worst has already happened.

I wrap my arms around him, and he captures my lips and kisses me gently. My mother is probably watching from the shore, but I don’t care; I kiss him back, and I’m instantly reminded of the pleasure I felt when I was alone with him. Not just the orgasms, but the comfort of lying in bed with him, lazily talking about this and that. Feeling like I could say anything and it would all be okay. 

“Yes,” I whisper. “See you soon. We can put the peacock and flamingo on the floor of your apartment and drink mimosas, no disruptions.”

I pull back, and Neil looks rather dismayed by my suggestion, as I knew he would be. But then he says, “If that’s what you like, I’d be happy to do it,” and when the corner of his mouth kicks up, I smile back and feel warmth flood my veins.

I watch with a lump in my throat as he walks back to the shore. Then I head to the front of the house and note that Ma’s car is gone. Back inside, though, all her stuff is still where it was, so she hasn’t left for good.

In my room, I change into shorts and a tank top. I don’t go downstairs until I’ve heard everyone leave. 

A few days ago, there were eight of us, and now it’s just me. 

What should I do until my mom returns?

I head down to the lake. My peacock floatie is still on the dock, but apparently Neil took his flamingo. I don’t feel like going in the water, and besides, I’ve already changed out of my bathing suit, so I sit in the peacock, text Zoey to make sure she got to Toronto safely, then start reading about the princess again.
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When Ma returns a couple of hours later, I’m in the kitchen, making myself some coffee, even though I probably shouldn’t be having more caffeine. She has a small box of Timbits in her hand, which she sets down on the counter and opens. A peace offering, I guess. I grab a sour cream glazed Timbit—I’ve sure been eating a lot of donuts this week.

Well, I’m on vacation, even if it doesn’t really feel like a vacation at present.

“Once you’ve made your coffee,” she says, “come sit outside with me.”

I nod, and five minutes later, I join her on the patio, with my mug of coffee and a pit of dread in my stomach.

I wonder where she went. A trip to Tim Hortons, which is fifteen kilometers away, doesn’t take two hours.

“You know I only want the best for you,” she says as she stares out at the lake.

“I know.” I look down at my coffee.

“I struggled a lot in my twenties, and I didn’t want the same for you.”

“I know.”

It’s nothing I haven’t heard before.

“My parents disowned me because of what happened,” she says, “but you know I’d never do that to you, right? Even if you continue to see Neil.”

“I know,” I say. 

Because I do know this. My mother would never abandon me, however… 

I grip my mug. “You might have good intentions, but we disagree—strongly—on what’s best for me.” As I speak, I feel heat rising inside me, but this time, it’s rage. “You don’t like me as I am—”

“That’s not true. I just think you could do better.”

“That’s what I’m talking about! I like the way my life is, but it’s not enough. You want me to be like you.”

“No. I don’t want you to get pregnant by a married man—”

“But you want me to have the kind of career that you do. You don’t want me to have a long-term relationship, just as you haven’t had a relationship in my lifetime. If that’s what works for you, Ma, fine. Not everyone wants a relationship. But don’t expect the same things of me, and don’t interfere in my love life. Not everything ends badly, you know.”

Ma purses her lips. She wants to disagree, I know, but she doesn’t say it.

“Sometimes,” I say, “it feels like you spend so much time defining yourself by what you’re not. Defining me by what I’m not and wishing I were different.”

“Leora—”

“And I don’t care how you feel about it, but I like frilly clothes and flowers and reading romances about princesses. Again, if you don’t like those things, fine, but they’re not inferior, and I’m not changing. I like being in love, and I want to get married—”

“Are you in love?” she asks sharply. “With Neil?”

“I…I think I’m starting to love him. Yes. And you know what? He’s a good person, and he likes me as I am, something I never got from you.” She opens her mouth, but I hold up a hand. “Don’t. Why were you making shit up about him earlier?”

“I just didn’t want you to get hurt!”

“I’ve dealt with heartbreak before. No, I haven’t been betrayed like you were, but I’ve been hurt, and I’m okay.”

“You never told me.”

“Why on earth would I tell you when you act like this? You thought that by being the opposite of your parents, you were a good mother. But I’ve always had to carefully consider what to tell you and what to keep a secret. Now you’re losing your closest friends, and I feel like it’s all my fault, just because I dared to like a perfectly suitable guy.”

“He won’t save you. No man will save you.” There’s a tremor in her voice.

“I don’t want anyone to save me.” As I speak those words, I understand that, even all these years later, this is the only way Ma can see romantic relationships: wanting someone to save you, fix you, solve all your problems. “Sure, I’ve had fantasies—as an escape. They were particularly appealing because you disapproved. And over time, I’ve come to understand what a healthy, realistic relationship looks like—no thanks to you, who just treats them all as bad news.”

She doesn’t speak, and I can’t help thinking more about secrets. She’s told me about my father, but has she told me everything? Does she have other secrets? Are there other people who hurt her, too?

A few tears leak out of her eyes. I know she hates that—crying is a sign of weakness to her—and it’s been a long, long time since I saw her cry. Last time, it was caused by her parents, but this time, it’s me.

Except I had to say all that. I couldn’t hold it in anymore, and I don’t regret it.

Still, something twists inside my chest. I stand up and put my arm around her; she doesn’t return the hug. And then I go back inside and start packing.

I can’t bear to stay here any longer.
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An hour later, I toss my suitcase and my deflated peacock into my trunk. It didn’t take me an hour to pack up, but I wanted to do some cleaning before I left. 

Next, I toss in the bag of snacks from H-Mart that my mother put in my room. I haven’t had a chance to eat all of them, and I’ve no appetite now.

I wonder what will happen. Will Dee and Ma make up? Will Tanya and Ma make up? Will the three of them ever be back here together again, or will they have to sell it?

I can’t help hoping they’ll sort things out.

Ma is still sitting outside where I left her, a glazed expression on her face.

“Goodbye,” I say, fake cheer in my voice. “I’ll see you back in Toronto. Text me if you need anything.”

She merely nods, and silence from her is unnerving. For a moment, I doubt my decision to go. Maybe I shouldn’t leave her here alone. But she has a car—she can return to the city whenever she likes.

I make one last trip down to the lake and stand in the exact spot I stood when I saw Neil for the first time in a decade. I smile faintly as I remember how I was so overcome that I nearly toppled into the lake. As I remember our middle-of-the-night finger licking and butter tarts. 

I hope to get to know him much better back in Toronto. To figure out how he fits into my real life and introduce him to my friends.

And I also hope that at some point, I’ll get to come back here. It really is a lovely place.

After taking a deep breath, I head up the stairs and go to my car. I pull out of the driveway, a day earlier than I’d initially intended. It feels like a month has passed, even though it’s only been about a week.

Silent tears fall down my cheeks, but they don’t mean I’m a weak person.

I’m simply…me.


Chapter 21


Halfway through the drive, I stop for a washroom break. I text Jaime, letting her know that I’m returning a day early, and I text Neil as well.

Jaime replies almost immediately. Oh no. I promise I’ll be here when you get back. What do you want me to have ready? Tea? Wine?

But by the time I pull into my parking spot at the apartment building, Neil still hasn’t responded. 

Well, that’s okay. I’m sure he’ll text me later today. 

I take my stuff out of the trunk and trudge toward the elevator. Some quality time with my best friend is what I need. But as I approach our unit, I hear yelling in Cantonese, and there’s a sinking feeling in my chest.

Crap. Jaime’s parents are here. They must have stopped by unexpectedly; otherwise, she would have texted to warn me.

I enter the apartment and set my stuff by the door. Everyone turns to look at me.

Jaime. Her mom. Her dad.

And an unfamiliar young Asian man.

I’m pretty sure I know what’s going on.

“Hi, Leora,” Jaime’s mom says to me, pleasantly. Then she returns to raising her voice at her daughter and confirming my suspicions.

This young man is the one Jaime told me about earlier, the engineer son of someone at their church. When she refused to meet him, her parents must’ve had the bright idea to just…bring him here on a Sunday and try to get her to have dinner with the three of them. 

For some reason, I can’t help it: I start laughing hysterically, then burst into tears. Full on sobbing, rather than the quiet tears falling down my face as I started driving home.

Jaime’s father looks at me in alarm. Hushed whispers are exchanged as I sink heavily onto the couch, and a few minutes later, Jaime’s parents and her prospective date leave the apartment. 

She comes to sit next to me and runs a hand over my back. “That’s how I feel, too. But seriously, what happened? When I talked to you before lunch, everything sounded good.”

“It was, but then my mom and Neil’s mom had a fight, and I stood up to my mom.”

“That’s definitely not the first time you’ve stood up to her.”

“No, but this time, it felt different, and I said things that I’ve never said before. What if everything’s ruined between my mother and my aunties? And Neil isn’t returning my texts.” I wail. 

My phone vibrates. When I see it’s from Zoey, not Neil, I throw my phone on the floor. Twelve hours ago, I woke up next to him. He was sitting up against the pillows, blankets pushed down to his waist, as he did his daily Cantonese lessons. And now…

Jaime makes tea. “It’ll be okay,” she says, soothingly stroking my back again. “And whatever happens with your mother and her friends—that’s not on you.”

“I know, but I still feel guilty.”

And Jaime gets it. She knows all about guilt.

“If only my mother could have been the matchmaker instead of yours,” I say.

“I can’t believe they just showed up here with him. I guess they knew it had to be a surprise, otherwise I would have shut that shit down.” Jaime scrubs her hands down her face.

“What did you think of him?” I ask. 

She glares at me. “My mother has terrible taste in men.”

“And what does your father say about that?”

She puts her arms around me, and we snort-laugh-sob together.

“Have you eaten yet?” she asks, wiping her eyes.

“I’ve only had a single Timbit since breakfast.” 

“Let’s order sushi and watch Beauty and the Beast.”

It’s not long before we’re curled up on the couch together with sake and sushi—the sushi restaurant is only a block away—while we watch a movie that I’ve seen a gazillion times before. When I was a child, I had to watch it on VHS at Jaime’s because my mother certainly wouldn’t approve of a movie like this. 

Next, we watch Shrek, which Ma also deemed inappropriate due to the whole princess-and-true-love situation. Jaime falls asleep halfway through, and I finish the movie myself, then gently wake her up and lead her to bed. Last time she slept on the couch, she got a horrible crick in her neck.

After washing up, I check my phone for approximately the seven hundredth time in the past few hours. Still nothing from Neil.

Before, I told myself that I was worrying for nothing, but now, I’m not so sure. He told me he’d text me as soon as he got back. Why haven’t I heard from him?
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When I wake up the next morning, I immediately check my phone.

Again, nothing from Neil.

I really don’t understand. We literally woke up in bed together yesterday, and the night before, he’d been very clear that we were in a relationship. 

I fire off a text to Zoey to see if she can find out anything from Erin, since Erin and Robbie are apparently a thing. Zoey says she’ll ask.

Frankly, I’m starting to fear that something bad has happened to Neil or someone in his family. To distract myself, I unpack and do my laundry, then watch a few episodes of a K-drama, but I still manage to check my phone an unhealthy number of times. 

By the time dinner rolls around, I’ve heard through the grapevine that Robbie is “fine”—that was all Zoey got out of Erin—and I start wondering if my mother was right. Obviously, some of the stuff she said was ludicrous, but what if there was a kernel of truth to it? 

What if Neil ghosted me?

Nope. Not possible…or is it?

We had one great night together. Some kissing and quiet mornings before that. But he could have changed his mind again, after our mothers’ fight. What has Tanya said to him? My brain starts to spiral as I consider the possibilities. 

Are Ma’s friendships are destroyed for nothing? 

Still, if he’d changed his mind, Neil seems like the sort who would have sent a text message with proper punctuation, rather than ignoring me. And he wouldn’t be the kind of person who’d have his battery die, then not be able to find his charger for twenty-four hours. (That may have happened to me. Just once or twice. I now have three chargers, one of which never leaves my bedroom.)

I open a bottle of wine. Jaime is out with her sister, so I’m all alone as my thoughts go back and forth, back and forth. 

Neil is avoiding me.

No, he couldn’t be. Something bad must have happened. What if he’s dead in a ditch?

I sink heavily on the couch, and I almost groan as I imagine him next to me, pressing kisses up and down my neck, his body warm and solid next to mine. I liked how I felt when I was with him. Peaceful. Understood. Free. Even though we’re very different people, it seemed like he got me.

I grab my phone again. Not to check if he’s messaged me—although I check that, too—but to look at the picture I took of him sitting in the flamingo floatie on the dock. He looks slightly confused about how his life has come to this and why there needs to be pictorial evidence of this situation, but not upset about it. I smile sadly at his face, so dear to me now.

I want more mornings with him. Those were the best parts of the day when I was on vacation. Coming downstairs and seeing him in the kitchen…or getting out of the lake. Drinking coffee together. Eating the food he made for me.

Okay, that sounds a little selfish, but I want to do things for him, too. Buy him gifts just because. Tell him to relax after a particularly long day of work, while I take care of dinner and dishes.

I curl up in a ball. I’m a mess, just because I didn’t get one text message.

Where is Neil?

And where is my mother? Is she up at the vacation home, or is she back in Toronto? I pick up my phone to text her, then drop it on the coffee table. I’m not ready to talk to her yet. 

Even if I feel for her—I didn’t fully get it when I was a teenager, but I do now—I’m still pissed that she tried to keep me and Neil apart. I need her to see that she doesn’t need to project everything that happened to her onto me. 

And then my blood runs cold as another possibility occurs to me. 

What if Neil wasn’t telling me the truth about his intentions, just like my father did to my mother? What if I trusted him when I shouldn’t have, and he always meant to abandon me?

It doesn’t seem like Neil, but then again, I haven’t always been the greatest judge of men in the past.

Am I just repeating my mother’s mistakes, like she was trying to prevent me from doing?

“Leora?” Jaime says. I must not have heard her come home, lost in my thoughts. “Is everything okay?”

“Neil still hasn’t texted me back.”

“That fucker ghosted you?”

She sits down next to me, and I fall into her lap and cry, a weeping mess. But she’s my best friend, and she’s seen me at my worst before. 

She makes us a big bowl of popcorn, and we watch a thriller with absolutely no romance in it because I’m not in the mood for that now. 

Oh God, why does everything just ache? And what the hell is happening in this movie? My brain is struggling to follow the plot. It’s really not at its best today.

Fortunately, Jaime doesn’t mind that I occasionally talk during movies, and she explains what’s going on, and when I can’t tell two white guys apart, she clarifies that for me, too. 

“Are you sure he ghosted me? After everything that happened?” I feel drunk, even though I only had a little wine, and that was hours ago.

“Take it from someone who’s been ghosted twice.” Jaime pats my leg. 

Yeah, she’s probably right. It was just wishful thinking to believe otherwise. I don’t know the why—did he never intend to text me back, or did he change his mind?—but his lack of response feels like a clear message. I shouldn’t obsess over the details.

By the time we finish the movie, it’s eleven, and I’m exhausted. I head to my room and flip through social media on my phone, wasting time on baby goat videos and the like, although is it really wasting time if something makes you feel a little warm and squishy inside? Given everything that has happened recently, I need these baby goat videos, dammit.

And as I watch the little goats sweetly jump and knock each other over, I can’t help feeling a bit optimistic. 

Because, once again…I’m me. I keep hoping, even when love knocks me down. I look on the bright side. I think of the wonderful things that could happen to me. 

And I don’t think it’s just foolish naïveté here. 

Yes, until last week, I might not have seen Neil for a decade, but I’ve known him since he was obsessed with drawing Power Rangers. I know him.

I have to cling to that. I have to believe in him. Some of the guys I’ve dated—I could imagine them ghosting someone, even if they didn’t ghost me. But not Neil. He’s different. 

Yet that doesn’t change the fact that I still haven’t heard from him. Why hasn’t he texted? I can think of reasons, but they all mean that something bad has happened.  

I send him another text. Are you okay?

I don’t get a reply.

With hope and dread in my stomach, it takes me a few hours to fall asleep.


Chapter 22


The next morning and afternoon are a bit of a blur. I clean the windows, something I normally hate doing, but it’s better than stewing in my thoughts. I also order a bunch of stuff I don’t need online.

At six o’clock, Jaime is in her room and I’m in the kitchen, trying to convince myself to eat something other than instant noodles, when there’s a knock at the door. 

My heart rate kicks up as I pad to the door and look through the peephole.

It’s Neil.

I knew I could trust him. I throw open the door and wrap my arms around him before he has a chance to speak.

“Thank God,” I say. “What happened?”

He hugs me back as he maneuvers us inside and shuts the door behind us. “My father had a heart attack on Saturday. I got the call only a few minutes after I arrived home.”

I freeze. “Is he okay?”

“He’s going to need surgery soon.” Neil’s face looks pinched and pale. “As I’m sure you gathered, even though we didn’t talk about it much, I have complicated feelings about my father.”

I nod, my arms still wrapped around him. “I’m so sorry.” 

“Did you…” He clears his throat, tries again. “What did you think? Did you assume I’d abandoned you and you’d never hear from me again?”

“I couldn’t help it. You promised to text me as soon as you got home, and all my life, my mom has harped on the promises my father made and didn’t keep.” 

“Oh, Leora.” He looks pained. “I—”

“But a part of me was convinced you’d never purposely disappear on me.” 

“I would never.”

“And by last night, I was almost positive you couldn’t have ghosted me. Instead, I was afraid of what might have happened to you.”

“God, I’m sorry. I thought you might worry, and I picked up my phone dozens of times to text you, but for some reason, I just couldn’t do it. I can’t fully explain why. But it was like…I was afraid of what you’d think of me when I wasn’t at my best, so I made everything worse and said nothing at all.” He takes off his glasses and pinches the bridge of his nose. 

My heart aches for him. I can’t be angry—these were exceptional circumstances.

“It’s okay,” I say. “But I assure you that I would have been there for you, and I want to know all of you, Neil, and that includes the messy bits.”

“I hate mess,” he mutters.

“I know, but it’s okay.”

Closing my eyes, I slide my hand over the back of his neck and into his hair, and we hold each other in silence for a minute. But when I hear footsteps, I look up. Jaime is trying to stealthily leave the apartment, except she’s not being very stealthy at all. She gives me a thumbs-up when she sees me looking at her.

After the door closes behind her, I tilt my head upward and press my lips to Neil’s. It’s only been two days since we last kissed, but I missed this. I missed this so much. And with my kiss, I try to express all the things that are hard to put into words. 

Yes, being together is a little complicated, but I see, so clearly, that I want a future with him. His body melds to mine as if we’re made for each other, and as I clutch him, I feel slightly breathless.

 “Let me show you what I brought.” He steps back and picks up a plastic container from the table by the door—I hadn’t even noticed he was carrying something earlier. He opens it up, revealing six donuts as well as six butter tarts.

“Did you make these all yourself?” I ask, mouth watering.

“Yes. I, uh, stress bake.” He chuckles. “I’ve never told anyone that before.”

I take his hand—I can’t seem to stop touching him—and lead him to the kitchen, where I make a pot of jasmine tea. Then I grab a butter tart.

“Not that one,” he says.

“Why not?” I move it toward my mouth. 

He gently takes it out of my hand and places a different tart on my plate. “This one has raisins.”

“You lowered yourself to putting raisins in butter tarts?”

“I know, I know. It was a great sacrifice on my part.” He shoots me a crooked smile. “But you’ve brought an enjoyable—and manageable—amount of chaos into my life.”

I take a small bite of the butter tart. Mmm. That really is incredible. 

“I have something else for you, too.” He pulls out his phone and loads a website. “I want to take you on a little vacation sometime next month before school starts. You tell me which weekend works best for you. I thought this bed and breakfast in Prince Edward County looked nice.” Next, he pulls up a note he’s made on his phone—a numbered list. “Here are a bunch of activities and places to go in the area. You can pick what you like.”

Okay, that list is adorable, but it needs one addition.

I take the phone from his hands and type: 23. SEX. 

He’s blushing slightly. “I thought that was a given.”

“But it still merits a place on the list.” I add something else: 24. SEX.

He tries to take the phone back, but I stop him.

“I’m not done yet. One last thing.”

I add, you guessed it: 25. SEX.

“Okay, I think that’s it,” I say. “You can have it back now.”

Except rather than giving it to him, I hold it over my head. Of course, that’s no match for Neil’s long arms, and he easily grabs it back with a chuckle.

“You figure out the dates,” he says, “and I’ll make the reservation. I’ll make a point of not telling my mother where I’m going so she can’t interrupt.”

“I won’t tell my mom, either.” I pause and break off a piece of tart crust. “I hope they come around, but my mother really has trouble seeing beyond her own experiences sometimes. Maybe once we’ve been together for a while, she’ll get used to it.”

“I think my mother will change her mind,” Neil says. “Though I’m not going to talk to her about it for a little while. My father’s heart attack led to complicated feelings for her, too, and added to her anger at your mother for what she said about me…”

“I don’t think my mother really believed everything she said. She was just grasping at anything she could to stop me from being with you.”

“What happened after we left?”

I tell him about my fight with my mother, and he tells me a little more about his father. After his brush with death, his father is now regretting not spending more time with his kids and finally gave Neil and Robbie a proper apology for not being around for most of their childhoods. He wants to get to know them better now, and Neil is cautiously willing to let his dad be a small part of his life—but that will depend on his dad’s behavior going forward. Neil isn’t entirely convinced his dad will still feel this way in a month, and that he’ll still feel this way once some time has passed. And he knows he doesn’t owe his father anything.

I’m not sure what will happen, but I’m committed to being there for him throughout it all.

After I finish my butter tart, I reach for a donut. It’s dusted with sugar, and when I bite into it, I discover there’s raspberry jam filling. My favorite.

“Mmm,” I groan, and I won’t pretend that I’m not playing it up just a little for Neil’s benefit, though the donut really is amazing. Am very lucky to be dating a guy who’s such a talented baker. “That’s soooo good.”

“Is it?” Neil says mildly, but I can see the heat in his eyes.

I set my donut down and swipe up a little jam with my finger. When I hold my hand up to his mouth, his tongue swirls over my finger, just as I hope it will swirl around other places…soon. Very soon.

Then he sucks my whole finger into his mouth and slowly releases it, and unlike that night up north, he doesn’t immediately stand up. Nope, instead, he pulls me into his lap and kisses me properly, tasting of jam. 

There’s a half-eaten donut on my plate, and normally I would feel the need to finish it, but right now, I have an even stronger need to feel Neil’s mouth and hands all over my body. The donut can wait half an hour.

I jump up. “Let’s move to the bedroom.”

But before I can take a single step, there’s another knock at the door.


Chapter 23


“Leora!” Ma pounds on the door. “Open up!” Because it has taken me more than five seconds to open the door, she’s already yelling.

“Just a sec!” I shout back. 

A bunch of emotions, not all of which I can describe in words, fill me. Anxiety at what my mother will say when she sees Neil here, and disappointment that I can’t get him naked right now, for starters.

He follows me to the door, and after I turn the lock and put my hand on the doorknob, he squeezes my other hand and doesn’t let go.

That’s right. We’re together, no matter what Ma says. I won’t let her control my life. 

“Ah, Leora, why are you… Oh, hi, Neil.”

“Neil is here?” shouts another voice. That’s Tanya.

“This is your apartment, Leora? Do you have a roommate?” 

And that’s Dee.

Tanya and Dee have never visited me before, and normally having them here with my mother would freak me out a little. But now, I’m just glad to see them all together again.

Ma puts down a box of food, slips off her shoes, and gives me a hug. She doesn’t try to separate my hand from Neil’s, which is progress, I suppose.

“Now say it,” Dee demands.

“Aiyah!” Ma says. “I’m getting there. Can’t you give me two minutes of peace?”

To my relief, this sounds like their regular bickering.

Ma turns back to me. “I realized Dee was right. I should not interfere in your…love life.” It seems to pain her to say the last two words, but she continues. “Just because I don’t want to try again—that doesn’t mean I should expect the same of you. Instead, it’s better to educate you on red flags in relationships.” She pulls out a folded sheet of paper. There are words in tiny font on both sides.

“Are you serious, Henry?” Tanya asks. “Why did you make it so small? She won’t be able to read it.”

“Aiyah!” Ma says again. “She’s much younger. Better eyes. I wanted it to fit on one sheet of paper to save trees.”

“Maybe you could, uh, send me the file,” I say. “It’ll be easer than reading six-point font with a magnifying glass.”

“It’s eight-point font! But fine, I will send you the file. I made it with the help of Tanya and Dee and new friends on Reddit.”

I have questions about these friends on Reddit, but I don’t say anything.

“It’s a list of things you should not put up with in a relationship,” Ma says. “If Neil does these things, kick him in the balls and send him to me.”

“Thanks for the advice, Ma.”

“Wah, why are you sounding sarcastic?”

I hold the sheet of paper close to my face and attempt to read. 

Your partner tries to isolate you from your friends and family. This is followed by various examples of what this might look like. 

Your partner tries to get out of chores by always doing a poor job and claiming they don’t know how to do them properly. They’re apparently incapable of using Google/YouTube.

Your partner won’t let you do anything without them and have your own life. 

The next one is about financial abuse, but this really is straining my eyes.  

“I’ll read the rest later when you send me the file,” I say.

“You see? It’s gender neutral because it’s not only men who can be bad to their partners.” Ma turns to Neil. “I’ll send it to you, too. I’m sure Leora will be a very good girlfriend, but just in case…”

She looks down at our joined hands again, and she stiffens.

“I’m sorry, Leora. It’s hard for me. I just don’t want to see you in pain, and I don’t want you to ever struggle financially, but I have to let you live your own life. I should have tried to talk to you about healthy relationships rather than telling you to never date.”

“And you shouldn’t have tried to keep me and Neil apart.”

“Yes, I know.” She looks away. “It won’t happen again, unless he’s treating you terribly and you refuse to break up with him. Then, I don’t know, maybe things will happen. But I think he’ll be okay for you, and I’ll try to do better.”

This is a vast improvement over a few days ago, so I’ll take it. I give her another hug.

“So, what happened?” I ask. “How did you all make up?”

“My ex had a heart attack,” Tanya says. “I assume Neil told you?” 

I nod.

“And I started thinking,” she continues, “what if Henry had a heart attack instead? Or Dee? I don’t care about my ex, but I care about them, and I don’t like fighting with my friends.”

Something occurs to me. “Neil, who gave you my address?”

“I did,” Tanya says before he can answer. “Henry gave it to me before, in case of emergencies.”

“And you gave it to him before you all made up? Or after?”

“Before, but I was already starting to reconsider.” She grins. “I thought grandbabies might be nice.”

“Don’t expect them anytime soon,” I say.

“I always told Leora,” Ma says, “that she could go to the sperm bank and have a baby on her own, but if she wants to do it the old-fashioned way—”

“Alright, alright,” I interrupt. “Do you want something to eat? Neil made me butter tarts and donuts, and I don’t think I can eat all of them.” 

Everyone descends on the kitchen and reaches into the container, and I lose track of who’s speaking and who’s eating what.

“Ah, there’s so much jam in the donuts! I got some on my blouse.”

“Wah, why are there raisins in the butter tarts? That’s wrong.”

“You’re wrong. Raisins are good. Wait, why doesn’t mine have any raisins?”

“Don’t eat all the donuts. Save one for me.”

“Did you think I was reaching for another donut? Aiyah! I was just wondering if they’re all the same, or if they’re sneaky like the butter tarts.”

By the time Jaime returns, there’s only a single tart left. I look at Neil and give him a smile before introducing my roommate to him, then to Dee and Tanya. I think they met her once, but that was many years ago, when we were kids.

I squeeze Neil’s hand and stand on my toes to whisper in his ear. “I’ll get them out of here soon so we can pick up where we left off.”

“What are you whispering about?” Tanya asks. “Are you trying to figure out how to get us to leave so you can have sex?”

Dee nods sagely. “I think you’re right.”

Oh my God. I can’t deal with this anymore.

“No, no, it’s fine,” I say. “You can all stay.” I mean, I do want them to leave, but when they start talking about us doing the deed, it’s instinct to say they can stay because wow, that’s awkward.

“No, we’ll leave these lovebirds alone.” Ma winks at me. “Come, we’ll go to my place and play mahjong!”

The three of them slip on their shoes and head out the door—and that only takes fifteen minutes. Jaime has also made herself scarce; I assume she’s in her bedroom.

“Come,” I say to Neil, and this time, nobody interrupts when I drag him to my room. When I close the door, however, I suddenly feel a little shy.

“I’m glad they’ve changed their minds,” he says softly. “I would be with you regardless, but it’s better this way, even if that was a bit overwhelming.”

“I’m glad, too.” 

He smiles at me, and there’s a tenderness, a fondness, that makes it difficult to swallow. I don’t think a single smile has ever affected me so much before. 

Then he cups my face in his hands and kisses me as though he has all the time in the world, and everything else starts to melt away. It’s just me and him. Together.

We’re back in Toronto, not away on vacation—or on a vacation from our vacation. I’m excited to have him in my life and to see what the future will bring.

He picks me up and puts me on the bed, and then…

Mmm.

There are two people in this room. One prefers plain towels and unmelted chocolate. He makes fantastic cocktails and butter tarts, and he looks sexy when he comes out of the lake.

The other favors bright beach towels, multicolored marshmallows, and peacock floaties, and she’s known for her romantic fantasies. 

And you know what? They fit together just perfectly.


Epilogue


One year later…

Neil Choy climbs out of the water, and this time, I’m prepared. 

Mostly.

Rather than standing on the dock, I’m sitting, dangling my feet, and I’m in no danger of falling in. But still, he takes my breath away whenever he emerges from the lake like that, rivulets of water trailing down his chest. 

We’re back at the vacation home for a week. There’s nine of us rather than eight, as Norman has come. The sleeping arrangements are a little different from last year, too: Neil and I are sharing a room, Zoey has her own room…and Erin and Robbie are sharing a room.

That’s right, Erin and Robbie are still together, and they seem quite happy. 

Yesterday, when we had a scavenger hunt, they got to be a team, and Neil and I were a team. Zoey was paired with Dee, and Ma with Tanya. Norman decided to sit that one out and went fishing. Our team didn’t win, but we did buy a pretty cool mug with a walrus wearing a tutu. I plan to use it for my coffee today.

Hand in hand, Neil and I climb the stairs back to the house, and I start making coffee. There’s still no one else up. I was awakened at two in the morning by a very loud mahjong game, so I think it was a late night for Ma, Tanya, and Dee.

Neil sits next to me at the breakfast bar, his side pressed against mine. Mornings together aren’t a rarity, especially now that we’ve moved in together, but that doesn’t mean I enjoy them any less. 

I hear loud footsteps on the stairs. It must be my mother—she’s made a point of being loud so that any couple who might be making out knows she’s coming. 

Things are much better between us now. We still argue on a regular basis, but she’s much more respectful of my choices in life. Earlier in the summer, we spent a few days here together, just the two of us, and it actually went pretty well. 

“Good morning!” she says as she enters the kitchen. “Is there enough coffee for me?”

I nod. “Morning, Ma. Sleep well?”

“Not long enough, but I’ll be fine.”

Neil looks up at her. “Would you like a mushroom and bacon omelet? I’m going to start cooking in a few minutes.”

“Ah, yes, that sounds lovely, thank you.” She turns to me. “He’ll make such a good son-in-law!”

I choke on my coffee. 

Neil and I have talked about getting married, but this is the first time I’ve heard my mother mention such a thing. It’s a far cry from what she was like when we were up here last summer. But over time, she’s come to see that I’m happy with Neil and he treats me well. 

Tanya enters the kitchen. “What are you talking about?”

“Your new boyfriend,” Ma answers, not missing a beat.

Neil hides a laugh.

Yep, Tanya has started seeing someone, but she won’t tell anyone anything about him.

“When do we get to meet him?” Ma asks.

“Not for another few months,” Tanya replies.

“A few months?” Ma screeches. “Aiyah, this is unacceptable! How will I know he’s good enough for you? But I guess it gives me more time to prepare my interrogation.”

“I think she’s afraid you’ll scare him off,” I say, squeezing Neil’s hand before he goes to the fridge to get out ingredients for omelets.

Unlike Tanya, Ma isn’t dating and has shown no interest in doing so. I’m not going to tease her about it—romantic relationships might not be for everyone, but she now accepts that others close to her might make different choices.

Of course, it’s possible she’s dating and hasn’t told me…but I think I would have heard about it.

“Today’s the day, right?” Tanya says, interrupting my thoughts.

“Yep,” I say. “We’ll leave mid-afternoon.”
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I drive my Toyota down the two-lane road, blue sky above and green forest on either side. There’s a man sitting next to me. His name is Neil Choy, and every detail of his face is etched in my mind. I’m very much in love with him, and he’s very much in love with me, and the situation is perfectly romantic just as it is. 

Do I still have an active imagination? Of course.

But sometimes, life doesn’t need to be improved upon, and this is one of those times. 

We decided, for old time’s sake, to spend a night at Tranquil Hillside. When we arrive, Sandy isn’t near as chatty, and it’s not long before we’re in our room. It’s a different one from last year.

And the thing that immediately catches my attention?

A little box in the middle of the bed.

“Oh my God!” I shriek. “I…did you…”

Neil takes the box and kneels in front of me. “Leora,” he says, with utmost seriousness—because proposing is definitely the sort of thing Neil would do seriously. “I’m glad we reconnected last summer. The last year with you has been amazing, and I want it to be forever. Will you marry me?”

I squeal and launch myself into his arms. “Yes! Yes! Of course I will!”

He slides the ring onto my finger, and I pull him up and wrap my arms around him. He dips his head to kiss me, our first kiss as an engaged couple.

The thought makes me giddy. I have a fiancé. I have a wedding to plan. Flowers and white dresses, here I come!

“We won’t tell our families until tomorrow, okay?” he says. “I want it to be just the two of us for now.”

“Agreed.” Because when we tell them, it’ll be more than a little chaotic. I wonder how much they’ll try to interfere with our wedding planning?

Probably a lot.

But we’ve gotten this far, and I know we can handle it—we’re getting better at setting boundaries with our families. It’s a problem for another day. For now…

“I have something else to show you.” Neil walks to the back door and opens it up. There’s a tiny private patio, a bottle of champagne in an ice bucket…and a hot tub. And since the skies are clear, I think there will be lots of stars tonight. 

But the best part of all? 

Simply being with him. 
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