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			The Summers Between Us is a story that aims to represent the messiness of life. This book contains discussion of divorce, homophobia, pregnancy loss, grief over loss of a parent as an adult and coping with family illness. Please take care should any of these topics be sensitive for you.
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			PRESENT DAY

			June

			Summer has finally arrived and I should be happy, sitting here at a lacquered black table with my handsome date. A candle flickers between us, the lighting in this glitzy Italian restaurant clearly intended to create a romantic atmosphere, but I’m pinched and tired after finishing a major merger this week. All I want to do is flick my pointed heels off my aching feet and nestle into a fluffy blanket on the couch with a book and a cup of chai.

			Now, though, I need to focus on the clinking of silverware and polite, flirtatious laughter. It’s unfamiliar. I haven’t been on a date in months. But it’s time for me to get back out there and meet someone who will have me gowned in satin white so my mother can throw the wedding she’s been nagging me for ever since I finished law school.

			And for once, I’m out with a guy who has potential.

			“You did a killer job on the Toasties and Salad King merger.” Hassan gazes at me, an appreciative glint in his eye. The slate grey of his suit makes his mahogany skin seem even warmer, a smile softening his usually stern face. Almost no one would get how hard this job is, how much work I put into it, but he does.

			“I still can’t believe I closed it,” I answer, focusing on all there is to celebrate. Closing another deal, being asked out by the second-best senior associate at Gold & Wright.

			Ever since Hassan took a job at the firm a year and a half ago, he’s been following me around like a wheaten terrier. At first, I thought he was trying to throw me off my game, since in corporate law you don’t really have friends. You have colleagues you are friendly with, who would happily stab you in the back for a promotion. So when he first started circling me, I’d backed away. We were neck and neck in our billing hours and both had our sights set on junior partner, after all.

			But then I started to see the similarities between us. Both of us have been busting our asses to make our immigrant parents proud. He’s the kind of guy I can respect—and pretty attractive too.

			So I finally said yes when he asked me to grab a coffee for the tenth time, and again to grab a bite after we worked on a case together. And now here we are on our first official date in one of the most exclusive restaurants in town. This man really knows how to wine and dine. Maybe I should have given in earlier.

			Hassan winks at me. “I probably could have closed it faster.” His smirk gives away that he’s teasing, and I kick him jokingly under the table.

			His grin broadens.

			We’ve just finished our main courses, which lived up to the social media hype. A rare steak for him, spinach ravioli for me. Usually, I’d kill for a piece of chocolate cake to end my meal, but I’m not sure my form-fitting navy dress can take the added pressure.

			Hassan’s hand catches mine. “You’re a brilliant lawyer.”

			“I know.” My mother would love him. She’s been telling me for years that I need to get my head out of my ass and onto the dating market. My task is to bring home an accomplished man from the same cultural background so she can see her grandchildren before she dies.

			Satisfaction wells in my chest as I picture him and my mother meeting for the first time.

			Now I focus on the heat of his broad fingers against my slimmer ones, coaxing the respect and camaraderie I feel into a flame. His mouth twists into a smile that’s somehow both fond and mischievous.

			“Hey,” he says, voice deeper than usual. “I’m so glad you said yes to tonight.”

			“Me too,” I whisper. “But will this make things weird at work?”

			“Of course not.” His smile is guileless. “Take a chance on me, Lia.”

			It’s so easy to say but hard to do. Last time I took a gamble on dating was with a cardiologist that my mother set me up with through mosque. Our first date was an unpleasant surprise. Dinner with his entire extended family. After that evening, I never called the guy back, and instead invested in a new electronic version of a boyfriend that never disappoints.

			But I can’t exactly walk a vibrator down the aisle and Hassan is leagues ahead of almost every other guy I’ve dated. He’s looking at me with warmth in his eyes, tilting closer as if he’s going to kiss me. I take a breath and make a choice, leaning in and letting the scent of his oud cologne reassure me.

			Right before our lips touch, my phone rings. A steady chime, the ringtone I’ve assigned to work, a contrast to the shrill alarm that I’ve designated to my mother’s messages. Hassan leans back, giving me a look, but unlike most guys I’ve been out with, he’s curious, not annoyed.

			I pull it out to check. It’s Eleanor, the only female partner at the firm, despite all the diversity, equity and inclusion measures we’re supposedly implementing. Eleanor hasn’t really taken an interest in me, but maybe that’s changed since my performance in my latest merger made waves in our firm.

			The phone chimes again.

			“I should take this,” I say, pulling away from the table, giving Hassan an apologetic smile that he doesn’t see. He’s already pulled out his own phone.

			I clip across the room, almost bulldozing through a server carrying a tray laden with ravioli and thin-crust pizza. “Sorry,” I mouth as I get to the lobby and accept the call right before it goes to voicemail. I don’t want to anger Eleanor; I’ll need her in my corner if I ever want to make partner.

			“Lia,” Eleanor says in her business-like tone. “Sorry to call this late. I hope I didn’t disturb you.” She doesn’t sound sorry.

			“Not a problem. How can I help you?” I twirl a lock of my carefully straightened hair. Partners ring whenever they damn please, but this is the first time Eleanor’s called me. Maybe she has last-minute briefs that need to be reviewed and the junior associates are screening her calls.

			“I wanted to give you a heads-up that we’re going to be expanding the Chirper-Brittle team. Are you interested?”

			Suddenly fire blazes in my chest. There’s a lot of buzz on social media around conglomerate Chirper taking over Brittle, the up-and-coming West Coast microblogging site. It’s the most coveted file the firm is handling this year, and Eleanor is retained by Chirper. It’s a dream come true. I can barely form words.

			Eleanor misreads my silence. “We need support in drafting and reviewing the agreements. Your recent work has been impressive, and I think this would be a good way to show your dedication to senior management. Are you interested? If you’re not, I can certainly find someone else…”

			“I’d love to, but—” I stop myself as the words bust out. HR has been on my tail about taking my mandatory PTO and I finally booked time off starting the week after next.

			It’s like Eleanor can read my mind. She’s that much of a shark. “I took the liberty of peeking at your calendar. You can work during your vacation remotely. I won’t tell HR if you don’t. I wouldn’t want you to lose the opportunity to be on such a big case.”

			“That’s true,” I say, buying in. It’s relaxing to do work at home in your joggers, right?

			“Even if you’re remote, I’d need utmost dedication,” Eleanor says. “The workload will be heavy. There’s a large volume of documentation that we have to review for due diligence, and we’re on a tight timeline. The board wants to close in two weeks. If you can’t fully commit, then I’ll need to work with someone who can. I will say, however, that if you perform well on this project, I’d advocate for you next time there’s an opening for junior partner.”

			I blink. Becoming a partner at a prestigious Toronto law firm is the dream. It’s worth sacrificing time off for the opportunity.

			“Then I’d love to be on the team,” I say, crossing my fingers. It’s finally happening. My dad always told me to be the best at what I do. One of the few things that weighs on me is that my father won’t get to see me rise to the top.

			“Great.” She hangs up without a goodbye, and I slide my phone back into my clutch. My hips sway as I walk back into the restaurant and I can’t suppress the smile on my face. Hassan’s head is bent over his phone as he furiously types. My phone buzzes again. A text from my older sister, Meleka.

			Mel: Hey, are you free to chat?

			I swipe the message away and tuck my phone back into my clutch.

			“Good news?” Hassan asks, hitting send and putting his phone down.

			“Eleanor might need an additional associate on one of her new acquisitions,” I say, forcing myself to keep my voice light as I slide into my seat. I can’t exactly squeal and jump in the middle of the restaurant, even though I feel like a hot-air balloon about to float away. “Would have been nicer to get the news during the workday, though.”

			“Congratulations,” Hassan says. “That’s a call worth answering after hours.” His teasing smile makes my cheeks warm.

			“For sure.” I take a swig from my glass. “I’ll have to work during my time off but…a multi-million-dollar technology company acquisition might be worth it.”

			Hassan cocks an eyebrow. “Oh?”

			“The perfect addition to my portfolio.” I laugh. “But we’re not at work, so let’s focus on something more fun. Like us.”

			He clears his throat and sits back in his chair. “You’re right.”

			This call has given me renewed energy, and suddenly the world is a little brighter. My mind races; maybe I’ll do some reading on Chirper and Brittle this weekend, get my bearings for Monday.

			Hassan smiles at me. I force myself back into the room with him, even though half of me is far away, dreaming of how amazing it will feel to get promoted and have everything I’ve worked so hard for be recognized. A great match and a promotion. This year is looking up.

			He looks behind me, gesturing his head meaningfully. A server with a black tie places a delicate apple tart in front of us.

			It’s a sweet gesture, even if I would have preferred the chocolate cake I spotted on the menu.

			“I thought we deserved a treat after working so hard this week.” His breath catches, belying his satisfied smirk. He wants this to be something.

			And I do too. “You’re so thoughtful.” I lean forward at the same time he does. Our lips meet, a firm, gentle pressure, and I find myself pressing closer for more. When we pull back, his deep brown eyes glimmer with tenderness.

			But part of me is disconnected from the moment, like my body is on autopilot and I’m somewhere in the ether, still searching for something I lost.

			My kiss leaves behind a smudge of red lipstick on his lips, and I laugh, wiping it away. A little thrill of excitement runs through me as my thumb presses against his mouth.

			“I’m having a fantastic time with you,” Hassan murmurs.

			“Me too,” I say dreamily. Maybe this summer, things will finally come together and I’ll be able to fulfill the dreams my parents set out for me.
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				Saturday morning

				Mel: Norah told me you took on another big project? What happened to taking it easy this summer?

				Sunday afternoon

				Mel: I’m assuming you forgot about me again? lol

				Lia: Omg I’m so sorry. Yes! I’m on this new project at work…and lost track of time

				Mel: Why are you working this weekend?

				Mel: Wanna grab dinner?

				Monday morning

				Mel: Hey can we grab a coffee, actually? I need to talk to you, it’s important

				Lia: Shoot, I missed this. Can we chat this weekend, I’m swamped

				Unread:

				Mel: Bish I’m coming by to pick up N for dinner. I’ll snag you then
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			I’m officially submerged in the Chirper-Brittle acquisition. Due diligence paperwork litters my desk, and my email inbox complains that I’m taking up more than my fair share of the company cloud storage space. The thought of having time this summer to get some sun at the waterfront and watch the waves lap against the shore got me through my last gruelling case. Now the only chance I have of making it through is burying my head deep underneath the paperwork and forgetting that the prospect of a break ever existed.

			Besides, that badge—Lia Juma, Junior Partner—could be mine soon. My dad was an accountant at Gold & Wright when I was young. His English wasn’t good enough for law, but he always talked about the glamorous people in their business suits oozing money and power.

			But I can’t get ahead of myself. The entire week has been madness trying to get up to speed. I’ve been ignoring my phone, too busy even to wash my hair. Luckily, dry shampoo can do miracles and my tightly wound bun hides the grease. The documents do not care about my hair.

			A shrill ring resonates from my phone. I ignore the pit gnawing at my stomach and answer my mother. She’s the one person I always pick up for, even in the middle of the day.

			“Lia, beta,” my mother says, without a proper greeting. “When is the next time you can come to mosque? Zebun told me that her son is moving back now that he’s divorced. While it’s not ideal that he’s been married before, he has no children. Plus, you’re not that young. Anyway, he’s a doctor. Would you like me to arrange a meeting?”

			I cover the mouthpiece, hiding my sigh. “What do you think, Mom?”

			Our calls oscillate between my mother trying to set me up and her despairing about where she went wrong with me and my sister. The best way I’ve learned to deal with it is to bite my tongue and let it wash over me. My mom, a widow, needs something to live for too, and I guess it’s me and my reproductive organs.

			I don’t want to get her hopes up, so I don’t tell her anything about Hassan. We’ve been trying to coordinate another dinner, but between my stacks of paperwork and his networking meetings, our calendars are an overflowing dumpster. The stars aligned this morning briefly but shotgunning coffee in between our respective obligations isn’t the precursor to procreating my mother’s been hoping for.

			Ever since my dad passed away, she’s been anxious. Am I eating well? Sleeping well? Feeling well? But today, there’s an unexpected frenzy in her voice. “Have you talked to Mel yet today?”

			“No, but I will,” I reassure her as I click through my emails, responding to queries while my mom continues to ramble, her tone becoming increasingly distressed.

			“I wouldn’t ask this of you if it weren’t vital. You know Mel can’t be trusted with something like this,” my mother says as I scan Eleanor’s latest missive.

			“It’s totally fine, Mom,” I say, with no clue what I’m agreeing to. “I gotta go.”

			After I hang up on my mom, I’m so enveloped in getting everything done as quickly as possible that I forget lunch.

			“Earth to Lia.” Norah Li, my best friend since law school and current office mate, chucks a balled-up napkin at me. “Your sister says you’ve been MIA.”

			I’m frozen in front of the screen, my muscles so stiff from stasis that I don’t even jump as the napkin falls to the floor. “What?”

			Norah pulls herself out of her chair and perches on my desk, her silky black hair brushing down her cheeks. “I know you’re in do-not-disturb mode, but I need details.”

			I swivel away from the screen. “Details about what?”

			“Lia. You went out with Hassan. Dreamboat extraordinaire, you know, if you’re into men. I’ve been waiting a week for the tea.” She hands me a warm cup of coffee from Jimmy’s. This was premeditated.

			“Guilty as charged,” I say, taking a quick peek at the door to make sure that it’s closed. When people walk by our office, I want them to think Lia, billing-hour powerhouse. Not Lia, coffee chit-chat queen. “We’ve been taking it slow.”

			“That’s not enough to warrant a free coffee.” Norah purses her lips.

			“He’s been sweet.” My cheeks heat. “He gets that I have a lot going on right now with this project and keeping up billing hours.”

			Norah arches a brow. “You can date and have a career at the same time, you know. Mel and I do it.” Ever since Norah and my sister started dating a few months ago, they’ve been nagging at me to get back on the market so we can double date.

			I raise my chin and meet her eyes. “I know that. But it could get messy if things don’t go well. We both work here, and you know drama would hurt my career more than it would his. It’s still such a boys’ club here.”

			“Ugh, I know.” Norah rolls her eyes and then grows serious. “Lia, relationships are messy. But if you think you have a chance at something real here, I say go for it.”

			I bite my lower lip. “I mean, maybe.”

			I’m about to spill more when Norah’s phone buzzes. She pulls it out, brow creasing.

			“Everything okay?” I ask.

			“Um. Kind of.” Norah runs a jerky hand through her hair. “Mel’s going to stop by. She has a family favour to ask you. We’d both really appreciate it.”

			“Sure,” I say slowly. When Norah and Mel first got together, I was envious at how easy love seemed to be for them. My straitlaced best friend had never looked happier. But ever since they got serious, I seem to be the one pulling the short straw when dealing with my mother. It’s one thing for her wild child to date women, but to marry one? While her other daughter is still single? What if everyone in the community found out? No eligible suitors would consider her other daughter an appropriate match then. I want to be excited about this thing with Hassan, but it feels heavy. There’s a lot riding on it.

			“Great.” Norah smiles. “Are things okay with you, by the way? You know, outside of your hot date.”

			Norah used to be the person I would turn to for support, but now it feels like I can’t and I shouldn’t. Mel should be her priority.

			“All good. Just a lot of work to get through.” My grin is more of a grimace, but Norah doesn’t notice as she crumples her paper coffee cup, throws it towards the garbage can and misses.

			Time passes by in a sea of coffee, quick washroom breaks and document review. A sharp rap makes my shoulders jerk. Norah opens the heavy door and my sister flings herself at her. Norah, usually as reserved as me, grins broadly, curling her taller body downwards to give my sister a tight hug.

			“What about me?” I say dryly, standing up. My sister greets me almost as exuberantly with a squeeze. I hold my breath, so I don’t sneeze as her wild curls tickle my nose.

			“You need to be better at answering your phone.” Mel throws her purse on my desk and plops down in my chair, setting a half-empty Coke bottle on the table.

			“I was busy.”

			“She was. I literally had to buy her a coffee to get, like, ten seconds of eye contact,” Norah says, leaning against my desk.

			“Do you want to come to PAI with us for dinner?” Mel asks pointedly. She always tries to include me, but watching them together only makes me envious and mournful. Even PAI’s fabled pad thai can’t make up for that feeling.

			“I’d love to, but I have so much to get through before Monday.”

			Norah gives Mel a meaningful glance and grabs her bag from under her desk. “I have a couple errands to run. I’ll be back soon.”

			She’s out the door before I have a chance to protest.

			“What’s up?” I ask. My sister drops in occasionally, but never with such urgency.

			“Didn’t you talk to Mom?” My sister’s irreverent face tightens.

			“I did, but I kind of zoned out. I was busy,” I say defensively.

			“Sit down, please.” As a high school drama teacher, Mel’s finessed the art of getting unruly adolescents to calm down. As an ardent rule-following adult, I immediately drop into Norah’s Herman Miller Aeron chair, swivelling to face her.

			My sister’s intent gaze makes me shift in my seat. “Is everything okay?”

			Mel blinks away the shininess in her chestnut eyes. “Listen, there’s no easy way to tell you this, but Shehla Auntie’s mammogram showed cancer.”

			I stare at her, stunned. Her lips are thin, her usually smirking face serious. I’m back there again, to the grim faces of the doctors and the resigned look in my father’s eyes. The way he held my mother’s hand, promising her it would be okay when it wasn’t. The way a heavy rock of responsibility fell on my back that day. And it was my fault. My temple pounds, a warning of the debilitating migraines I get when I’ve reached my breaking point.

			My sister shoves my insulated water bottle into my hand. “Breathe, Lia.”

			Automatically, I take a sip, coughing at the chill, but at least it forces me to focus on my breath and not the world falling apart around me. The pain subsides.

			“They caught it on a screening test, so it’s at an early stage,” Mel says. “Shehla will come to Toronto to get everything done.”

			“Okay, that’s good. Treatment for breast cancer has gotten better,” I say to reassure us both, pushing my drink to the side. For a moment, I’m smelling the sharp scent of the hand sanitizer and bleach of the hospital instead of the filtered air of the office. My stomach roils.

			My sister blinks hard and grabs my hand briefly, her palm against mine, like we’re children again. It’s inconceivable that this would happen to Shehla Auntie. She’s already been screwed by her ex-husband, who gambled their mortgage money on cryptocurrency. My mother had to lend her and her daughter our cottage just so they could get by. And now this.

			“We’ll get through this. Mom’s going to be looking after Shehla during treatment.” Mel’s forehead creases. “But listen. I need to ask you for a favour.”

			“Of course.” Mel rarely asks for favours. Meanwhile, I’m constantly asking for favours when I’m submerged in work. Can you grab me dinner? Please take my dry cleaning in. Can you take Mom to her appointment?

			“Someone needs to stay with Ciji while Aunt Shehla comes down to Toronto.”

			I frown. My cousin must be fifteen now. Older, but not old enough to stay on her own. Her dad moved to San Francisco to take an IT job a couple years ago, so he’s not in the picture. “What do you mean? Won’t she come to Toronto with Shehla Auntie?”

			“During the divorce, she got into some trouble at school, and she’s been ‘acting out.’ ” Mel makes air quotations with her fingers. “She failed math and she can only stay in the advanced math stream if she takes a remedial course this summer. Shehla is desperate for help. Ciji has to stay at the cottage. It’s too late for her to register at another school board, and there’s no way her deadbeat dad is going to pitch in.”

			“Seriously? That’s so irresponsible of her. I guess you’re not going to get this summer off after all?” Maybe she needs me to rent her apartment out or something. I can play landlord for the summer. Or pay someone to play landlord for me.

			Mel crosses and uncrosses her legs, avoiding my eyes. “Listen, I offered to go up and help, but Mom freaked out. Mom thinks you’ll be a better role model for her.” My sister’s voice is dry but her hand tremors. When she notices me looking, she clasps it with the other.

			I groan. Every time I think our family is back on track, Mel and my mother clash. I try to mediate, but no matter what I do, my mother reverts to her preconceived notions of what it means to be successful.

			“Lia, can you please go up this summer? It’s only for a month and I think it’ll be better for me to stay here to help take Aunt Shehla to the doctor’s appointments. And I want to spend the summer with Norah.”

			I’m silent.

			The idea sinks in. I haven’t been up to the cottage since I was eighteen. “I’m not sure I can go there,” I say finally.

			“It’s been years, it’ll be fine,” Mel sighs.

			“You’re the teacher. It’s better if it’s you.” I press my nails into my hand to keep my face expressionless. I’m not going to think about why I haven’t been to the cottage for a decade. Desperately I add, “Besides, Norah could come up for a bit. It could be a getaway for both of you.”

			“Mom was clear. She wants you to stay with Ciji.” Mel rolls her eyes, but her voice is dark with hurt.

			“I’ll talk to her. Seriously. I can’t go,” I say hollowly. “I literally just started this big project.”

			Mel’s face flickers, but she continues as if she hasn’t heard me. “I thought you weren’t even supposed to be in the office right now?”

			The curse of your best friend dating your sister. I worry my lower lip, weighing whether I should lie. Mel’s mouth twists in consternation. There is only one option. Family first.

			“Fine. I’ll do it.” The words come out on a harsh breath.

			Mel straightens, taking a gulp from her bottle and leaving it uncapped. My fingers itch to close it and tidy the mess that’s threatening my summer. “Anyway, think about how much work you’ll get done up there. It’ll only be you, Ciji and the loons.”

			She’s missing a crucial name. Even though I was the one who told her to never bring him up again, she’d tell me if he was going to be there.

			Besides, the last time I impulse-googled him, he was working for an international banking firm with offices in New York and London. He’s probably out of the country, maybe even on another continent.

			“Sure,” I say, taking a steadying breath to keep my hands from shaking.

			“Maybe it’ll be good for you, you know. Maybe it’ll be like a vacation.”

			I let out a skeptical laugh. I’ll be so busy with this project for Eleanor, it’ll basically be like I’m spending all day at the office. Just with a less ergonomic chair. And with the sounds of waves and grass rustling in the background instead of sirens and honking.

			I blink. Suddenly, I’m freed of my crinoline blouse and greasy bun. I’m on a boat with my wild hair tangling with the breeze. Sticky and tired from a day filled with hauling bags of capricious weeds. Rubbing sunscreen on a broad freckled back, drawing looping circles until I feel a shiver beneath my fingers.

			“Thanks so much.” Mel smiles, grabbing me for a hug, her elbow precariously close to her open bottle. “I’ll drive you up, of course.”

			I breathe in. My sister smells like lavender. It’s probably the closest I’ll get to a relaxing spa day for a while. When she releases me, I give her a reassuring smile even though my heart is still stuttering.

			The door swings open and Norah slips in. She pops a brown bag with a chocolate chip muffin on my desk. “If you need a snack,” she says. “Are we all good here? Lia, are you sure you don’t want to join us?”

			Mel gets up and I take back my seat, but somehow, it’s not as comfortable as it was an hour ago.

			“I have to get some work done,” I say faintly, as my screen loads.

			“We’ve already lost her,” Mel tells Norah.

			As they step outside, Norah murmurs, “How did she take it?”

			My heart pumps as I scroll through the documents, my brain struggling to make sense of the words. Yet somehow, even with all the panic, there’s a little thrill in me, that same anticipation I used to get every summer when we were teenagers. I used to think the feeling was about him, but maybe it’s the change of scenery that I need. Maybe I need a reset. I can lay down my ghosts and then come back, ready to dive into a new relationship with Hassan. Ready to make junior partner. Ready for everything.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 2
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			14 YEARS AGO

			July

			It was our first summer spending time out of the city. My dad had purchased a cottage in the North Bruce Peninsula that he’d deemed an important real estate investment, as if he couldn’t justify doing something solely for the sake of enjoyment. My sister and I were reluctant to go. The cottage wasn’t cool like the Muskoka ones our affluent classmates went to in the summers.

			But when we saw the two-storey wooden house, painted blue like the bay behind it, we knew we were somewhere magical. There was no clamour of construction or rumbling from the nearby train tracks. Instead, a bird chirped through the silence and a cooling breeze rustled the trees. The air was crisp, free of the cloying scent of laneway dumpsters. Stepping into the cottage, I had never seen so much space, having lived my entire life in a cramped townhouse in east Toronto. Liberated from homework and never-ending extracurricular activities, Mel and I explored our new home.

			The house, for all its nooks and crannies, did not have a secret passageway that we could find, so we roamed the backyard in search of adventure. We traipsed down the cobblestone path that led from the back of the house to the dock.

			Our dock was empty, but a mere five metres away was our neighbour’s, laden with boats. Mel coaxed me over the property line and unease trickled down my spine as I followed her, breaking the rules.

			“I kind of want to try it,” Mel said, pointing to a kayak and a giant orange pedal boat drifting on the water. The water level was low, so she had to sit on the wooden dock to reach the boat with her foot.

			“We don’t have life jackets and that’s not our boat,” I said pointedly. Mel had an irreverent approach to the rules, toeing right over the edge of being harmless.

			“Do you guys want to go in?”

			I jumped. Standing at the landing of the dock was a boy around our age, with mussed blond hair and freckles flecking his nose.

			“Is this really a boat?” Mel arched her eyebrow. The orange monstrosity barely seemed buoyant. It was rectangular, the size of a twin mattress with pedals.

			The stranger approached us, his dimpled smile becoming clear as he came closer. With his soft, boyish face, he seemed harmless. He was barely taller than me, but his limbs were gangly and disproportionate, like a trapezoid meant to become a rectangle.

			“Yeah, it’s a pedal boat,” the boy told us, running his hands through his wild hair.

			Mel sprung up. “Okay, let’s try it.”

			The boy considered us for a moment and then nodded. “You guys can pedal together.” He pointed at the two seats in the front. “I’ll hop in the back.”

			“I don’t think we should get in a boat with someone we don’t know,” I whispered to Mel, widening my eyes to let her know that this was a bad idea.

			She ignored me. “Hi, I’m Mel.” She reached out, offering her hand for the stranger to take.

			“Wes,” the boy said, shaking her hand. “Come on, let’s grab some life jackets.”

			Mel smirked. “See, now we know each other.”

			“If Mom comes out and we’re gone, she’ll freak,” I warned Mel. But really, I was the one freaking out. Were there sharks in freshwater? Or worse, what if I fell in and looked like an idiot in front of the strange boy? It would be just like school.

			“Fine,” she huffed. “I’ll tell Mom. You go get the life jackets.”

			That was almost worse. I barely said a word to the boys in school. My mother had warned me off them for years. The law was no dating until after college. Not that anyone would be interested in me anyway.

			I turned to my sister to protest, but she had already left.

			“Looks like you’re with me,” the boy said as he strode off the dock. “So, what was your name?” I studied his back as he went, but there were no signs of menace coming from him.

			“Lia,” I said, trailing after him as we veered from the dock towards the house next door.

			“Well, Lia, what brings you to Pike Bay?” he asked, his foot catching on a stray plank of wood, clumsy limbs flailing, all oversized paws and no coordination. I held back a snort but he laughed at himself, freeing me to laugh with him. “Watch the dock,” he choked out, his laughter coming harder when he saw my amusement. “It’s a bit uneven.” His blue eyes seemed even brighter with mirth, and his smile brought out a dimple in his left cheek. He wasn’t self-conscious about his mistake, not like the kids I knew with veneers of perfection and who traded in schadenfreude. I couldn’t help but smile back.

			“My parents recently bought this cottage. How long have you lived here?” I asked as we entered the garage.

			“We moved here last year. It was my grandma’s house.” His words were measured, but his eyes got squinty.

			“Do you like it?” I asked, catching a red life jacket he threw at me. Everyone must love it here.

			“It’s okay.” Wes swallowed. “I guess I don’t always feel like I fit in here.”

			“That’s how I feel all the time,” I said, without thinking. My cheeks turned red.

			Wes answered with an open smile, striding out of the garage. “Are you coming?”

			I followed him back down to the dock. My initial reaction to anything new was fear, but Wes wasn’t so bad. The pedal boat I still wasn’t sure about.

			Mel was waiting, waving at us. Wes smiled broadly back at her and my heart sunk a little.

			All the boys and girls back home wanted to be Mel’s friend. Meanwhile, my circle was small, namely other girls who had strict parents and a penchant for getting good grades, like my closest friend, Zainab. The chances of Wes wanting me as a friend over my sister were slim.

			Once we’d donned our life jackets, we troubleshot how to get all of us on the pedal boat. Mel managed to effortlessly settle in the front and I was supposed to join her.

			“I can’t do it,” I said, my foot wobbling as I sat dangling my legs off the side of the dock, trying to reach the boat. The drop was high and I didn’t trust my arms to hold me up. “What if I fall in and an amoeba goes up my nose?”

			“I don’t really know what an amoeba is, but I think you’re safe,” Wes said.

			Mel huffed. “Lia, please just get in.” She stared out into the bay, splashing her hands. “It’s like maybe four feet deep.”

			Heat burned my cheeks. Wes’s eyes on me made the embarrassment feel a thousand times worse.

			“Listen,” Wes said, coming closer towards me. “I dare you to do this, and if you do, you can dare me to do anything later.”

			“Like what?” I asked, voice shaking.

			Wes pretended to think, wrinkling his forehead. “No, I can’t give you ideas. What if they’re too scary?”

			My laughter came out strangled. After crouching down, Wes suspended himself off the edge of the dock, using his legs to pull the boat closer for me to reach.

			The gap between my feet and the boat still felt insurmountable, even though it couldn’t have been more than eight inches.

			“You can do it,” he said seriously, his eyes lighter than the clear sky. And then I was dropping myself down into the pedal boat with a yelp.

			“Sorry,” I apologized as Wes hopped down, landing with an uncharacteristic grace.

			“Don’t be,” he said. He turned to my sister. “Should we head out?”

			“You have to pedal,” Mel reminded me as I sat there. There was a puddle of dirty water underneath the pedals.

			I forced my feet to move despite the splash from the puddle. Wes’s weight dragged in the back as we moved into the bay. The gentle laps of the waves and our slow pace soothed me.

			“So, Mel and Lia, where are you from?” Wes asked. I looked instinctively at my sister. There were two ways of answering.

			“Toronto,” I said. Mel paddled faster. We hated this question.

			Mel continued in a well-rehearsed monotone drone. “And of course, we aren’t originally from Toronto though we were gestated and born there, but our parents came across the ocean first from England, and prior to that, Africa. Their parents were born in Africa, but I’m not sure if they were gestated there or in India, and then their—”

			Wes was taken aback. “I didn’t mean to interrogate you on your family tree. Everyone who comes up here is either a local or from Toronto or Hamilton.”

			“It’s fine. As long as you don’t tell us how exciting it is to meet someone from India.” My sister turned back to stare at him. He met her gaze head-on and relaxed when she smiled. He’d passed her test.

			“So, why did your parents get a cottage here?”

			I shrugged. “My dad wanted to make an investment. He thought that the property here was a solid bet.” Noting Wes’s curious face, I continued. “He’s an accountant but thinks he’s a businessman.”

			“What do your parents do?” Mel asked.

			Wes’s shoulders stiffened, eyes glinting with a faint layer of defiance. “My mom works at the grocery store. My parents grew up here, but my dad doesn’t live here anymore.” The tips of his ears were pink, with anger or embarrassment, I couldn’t tell. Wes examined the lake intently, searching for a portal to escape her line of inquiry.

			“What’s that?” I pointed to a lump of land in the lake outside of the bay.

			“That’s a secret island.” Wes’s shoulders loosened.

			“A secret island? Like, with treasure?” Mel’s interest piqued, even though I was content to pedal around the miniature waves in our sheltered inlet.

			“We don’t have to go there,” I said. “I was just curious. It’s probably safer to paddle out here.”

			“No, let’s check it out. There’s an abandoned cabin. It’s cool,” Wes said.

			Somehow, I muffled my protest and went along with it, pedalling until we reached the island. Our chatting distracted me from how sweaty I was from the exertion and how the plastic seat made my butt sore. We discovered Wes was fourteen, the same age as me, and that he liked to read.

			When we reached the muddy edge, Wes tied the boat to a stray tree and we stumbled up the shore. I slipped in the slick dirt, squealing in horrified laughter as my foot dipped into the cold water.

			“Maybe I’ll dare you to jump in,” I told Wes, flicking the water off my foot onto my sister.

			“Fair enough,” he said, taking a few long strides into the water before he dove below the surface. Mouth agape, I stared at him until he emerged, wet and drippy like a dog. “Refreshing!” He splashed cold and sludgy water towards me.

			I shrieked, scampering up the bank as Mel and Wes laughed, and I relished the feeling of being included in the group.

			The island was small, the size of a large yard, the landscape littered with stray wildflowers in vivid purples and yellows. The three of us hovered outside the abandoned cabin. A tree had woven itself into the structure, but somehow the wood was intact. My reluctance towards our journey lifted.

			“It could use a good paint,” Wes said. “But want to peek inside?”

			Mel led the way eagerly. The door creaked open, there was no lock. Inside, the white-painted walls were chipped, and the scuffed floor wanted a rug. But somehow, even though dust coated the window panes, the air smelled of fresh earth and wind.

			“It’s wonderful,” I said.

			Mel was less interested. “Should we check outside? I want to tan.”

			I followed her out. If I had thought our cottage was wild, then this was true wilderness. The unruly grass mingled with weeds and reeds, except for a luscious green patch in the gap between sprawling balsam fir trees. The sun beamed on us as we approached, as if welcoming us to lie down and read.

			“We should have brought a blanket,” I told Mel. This was the perfect place to be this summer. Some space from our eavesdropping parents where we could read and Mel could update me on all her scandalous high school gossip.

			“See, aren’t you glad we came?” Mel smirked. “We should definitely picnic here.”

			“Next time,” Wes said, wringing his still soggy shirt out onto the grass.

			Later, after we docked the pedal boat, Wes didn’t seem to want us to go, trailing us till the edge of the cobblestone path leading to our back door. “Tomorrow?” he suggested.

			Mel and I beamed in agreement.
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			When we finally returned home sweaty, dirty and content from an eventful day, my parents were waiting inside the cottage with the curtains open. My father was sitting on the armchair next to the window, a finance book in his hands. My mother puttered around the kitchen placing a large bowl covered with tinfoil on the table. A sweet and spicy aroma emanated from the marinated meat. It must be mishkaki, a rare treat for special occasions.

			“Who was that?” my father asked sternly. I held my breath. Would we never be allowed to go to Secret Island again?

			“The neighbour’s kid, some boy,” Mel said, leaning against me, telling me to keep my mouth shut. “He showed us around the bay.”

			“What do you mean, some boy?” The furrow in my dad’s brow grew deeper. My father was always probing, vigilant of breaking any silent rules: no going to parties at our male classmates’ houses, needing to pre-approve any outings with friends, like movies or the mall. And obviously, no dating.

			I didn’t want this chat to get out of hand. We needed to change the topic quickly. My stomach obliged me, growling after all the excitement. “Dad, is it dinnertime yet?”

			My dad laughed, setting down his book. “My hungry girls. We’re going to barbecue. Do you want to see how it works?”

			I nodded. I loved spending time with my dad. He worked in accounting in a fancy law firm in a sky-high glass tower downtown. Even though he often complained about the lack of prestige, to me, he was the most accomplished man in the world. He’d taken me with him on Bring Your Child to Work Day and had beamed when I told him I wanted to work in a gleaming office exactly like his. His dream was that I’d be able to do what he couldn’t. Be a boss at a big firm. Prove that the Jumas could achieve anything with hard work. And he lived that example too. While Mel and I would spend the summer at the cottage with our mom, he’d be driving into Toronto for part of the week for work. As he reminded us, when you were an adult, there was no such thing as summer break.

			My mother turned to my father. “Make sure they don’t get too close to the flame!”

			He just laughed, loud and hearty from his belly, and forgot his question about the strange boy we had gone out with.

			Mel and I smiled at each other. We so rarely got to hear my dad laugh like this. Usually, it was his half-present chuckle, the rest of his mind far away from us in his cubicle in the centre of the city.

			It was at that moment that we decided we loved the cottage. Nothing could go wrong in this strange, beautiful place.
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			Of course, my father wouldn’t drop the idea forever of his daughters spending time with an unknown boy. The next day, when Mel and I tried to leave the cottage after morning prayers, he stopped us at the door. “Absolutely no socializing with strangers” was the consensus that he and my mother came to.

			Protesting got us nowhere. We spent the day in drudgery, doing Kumon workbooks and helping prep food for dinner. After, our mother drove us down to the general store ten minutes away to pick up inflatable tubes and groceries, and eventually ice cream to cool us from the heat.

			By the time we got back, I almost forgot about how we’d bailed on our plans with Wes. Until Mel murmured to me as we pulled up to the cottage, “I don’t think these floaties would last the journey to the island.”

			“Probably not,” I said, the ice cream in my stomach suddenly going hard. We would see Wes again for sure; we were neighbours, after all. But would he still want to be friends?

			Later that evening, I stood at my window as the sun descended and stared at the window across from mine. If I squinted, I could see the span of a dark blue comforter on a twin bed in the corner. It had to be Wes’s room. I envisioned a long, taut string with tin cans on either side, threaded through the sparse branches of trees across the yard, which I would use to whisper an apology. But the window remained dark. I pushed away my hopeful thoughts.

			The sky grew dimmer, and right when I was about to pull myself away to go to bed, the light flicked on and a familiar face popped out.

			“Where were you?” His yell echoed in the open space. I pointed at my door because I couldn’t holler back at him. My parents would come running. When he looked confused, I exaggerated my gestures and pointed downwards. Frustration twisted my stomach. I couldn’t tell if he understood what I was saying.

			“Lia?” my mother called, her voice getting closer. “Time for bed. Lights off.”

			I closed my window and turned to her just as she opened my door. “Yes, Mom.”

			When I turned back, Wes’s curtain was closed.
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				The next morning was cloudy; the heat from the past two days had dissipated and the cottage air had a snap to it. Mel and I draped one of the large throw blankets on the couch over us while my father sat in the armchair with his paper. My sister and I had a weekend routine. Mel pilfered the cartoon section from the paper, and I read leaning on her shoulder, the two of us snickering at Calvin and Hobbes.

			My father looked up from his dense portion of the paper with a bemused expression. “Why comics? You girls could read something else that would broaden your minds.”

			“But they’re fun,” I said. “Why don’t you read the comics instead of the business section?”

			“I need to plan my investments for your college tuition, and keeping informed about the business world helps me make smart decisions,” he said, thick brows furrowed.

			“Maybe I’ll read it after you,” I said. My dad’s beam was warmer than the sun.

			“This one is going somewhere,” my father said to my mother, when he got up to grab a mug of chai from her. I pretended to not hear, as Mel glared at them.

			My mother replied, “She’ll be the top of the top and will find a doctor or a lawyer when she goes to school.”

			Mel’s face flushed. “We’re both going to watch cartoons. Maybe I’ll be a fairy godparent when I grow up,” she snapped, turning on the television. As an obedient younger sister, I joined her.

			There was a faint rap at the door.

			“Hmm, is someone there?” My father shifted on the sofa.

			“Maybe it’s Wes?” I whispered to Mel, grabbing the remote to turn off the television.

			“Who could it be?” My mother pulled herself up, approaching the entry way. “Are there door-to-door salesmen here? Or burglars?”

			The neighbourhood that we lived in back in Toronto was on the rougher side, and as a precaution, we had an alarm system and didn’t go out unsupervised after dark.

			Mel rolled her eyes. “Because a robber will politely knock before taking your things, Mom.”

			A sharper knock echoed through the door.

			“You never know. Karim, come here,” my mother requested. My father let out a heavy sigh, walking towards her.

			Finally my father propped open the door half a foot. Standing there with a welcoming smile on her face was a woman carrying a pie. She looked a decade younger than my parents, with her blond hair tied back in a ponytail. Trailing behind her was Wes, dressed in a collared top, his hair neatly combed back.

			“I’m Sharon, Sharon Forest. We wanted to welcome you to the neighbourhood,” the woman said, grinning broadly, her eyes crinkling at their corners. My father hesitantly opened the door wider in the face of this woman’s expansive grin. “It’s so exciting to have children Wesley’s age next door. He’s been dying for company.”

			Wes’s cheeks flushed. His mother raised the pie. “It’s apple and walnut,” she said. “Made with butter, no lard.”

			“It’s nice to meet you,” Wes added, with an angelic dimpled smile.

			My mother and father gave each other a lost look. In the city neighbours barely interacted, but here it seemed they came bearing desserts.

			“Thank you,” my mother said graciously, taking the dish from her as if she hadn’t been ready to call emergency services to save us from possible intruders. “Please come in,” she said, stepping aside. “Come meet our neighbours, girls!”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 3
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			PRESENT DAY

			July

			On Sunday morning of the long weekend, my sister and I stop briefly to say farewell to my mother before we head out. She still lives in the bungalow my parents bought after my dad got his big promotion, the one that I now pay the mortgage for. It wasn’t even a question I’d cover the payments. When my dad passed, I signed the paperwork. It was one of the easier things for me to do for her.

			My mother meets us outside dressed in ironed pants and a crisp blouse, but her cheeks are hollowed from stress. “Thank you, beta, for taking time for your family. Ciji needs a role model. She is this close to going astray.” My mother holds her index and thumb together to indicate the imminence of Ciji’s ruin.

			“Of course, Mom.” I give her brittle shoulder a squeeze. “Take care of yourself and Shehla Auntie.”

			My mom’s nod is faint. After our goodbyes, Mel pulls me by the elbow back to the car. “As if I’m not a role model,” she says through gritted teeth.

			I hum in agreement. Their fighting makes my temples pound.

			My sister’s rattly turquoise Mazda 3 is packed with an overstuffed suitcase and my laptop. There’s something surreal about this, as we transition away from the cramped 401 to the single-lane highway leading to Wiarton, the closest town to our cottage on Pike Bay. This drive used to make me happy, but now, there’s a pit in my stomach and I keep shifting in my seat every time Mel accelerates. The subway no longer seems so bad.

			But at least it’s better than being in the driver’s seat. The idea of staring out over the steering wheel gives me heart palpitations.

			I wipe my clammy hands on my linen blouse and shift uncomfortably in my high-waisted shorts. My typical summer attire is too formal for the sweaty ride. I unearthed my flowy T-shirts and ripped jean shorts from the dredges of my closet, but I wasn’t able to convince myself to put them back on. They are from a different time, a different self.

			My phone pings and a text from Hassan lights up my screen.

			
				Hassan: I’m jealous that you get to work from a cottage

				Lia: Ugh! I’m so worried I won’t be able to get as much done

				Hassan: 100% better than working from the office. Think of the lack of distractions

				Lia: I’ll be missing one of the distractions for sure [image: ]

			

			My sister would usually have asked me what I was doing on my phone by now, but she’s wholly focused on the road, lips pursed. I tuck my phone away.

			“Things okay with you?” I ask, my back sticking against my seat from the heat. My sister insists on windows down with no AC, but the hot outside air doesn’t provide much relief.

			“I’m annoyed with Mom. Like, we have a family crisis and I’m not good enough to help?” Her lips tick down into a frown. “Anyway, whatever. Are you excited about going back up to the cottage?”

			“I don’t remember the last time I was really excited about anything.” The truth comes involuntarily out of my lips. “I guess the change of scenery will be nice.”

			Mel shakes her head slowly. “You used to be so pumped that your leg would shake the whole drive up. It was all I could do not to smack you.”

			I turn towards the window. My reasons to not come up have been numerous. Internships in the city. Conferences. Bugs. My parents never questioned it. Putting everything into work, that was something they understood. They agreed that renting it out made the most sense. Now, though, on the familiar road up north, it feels like I blinked and a decade blew by without anything to show for it.

			After a quick Tim Hortons bio break, we lapse into silence. Mel relents and turns on the air conditioning, so at least my nervous sweat isn’t amplified by heat. Even though it’s been years, the route is familiar, like it’s been unwillingly tattooed on the inside of my eyelids. Wind turbines now dot the previously empty fields lining the highway, and we have to drive further north before the new subdivisions fade into open land. But eventually, the fields blur into brush and then a forest that partially shades us from the summer sun. And then we’re turning down Critchey Lane, my stomach in free fall.

			Mel pulls into the gravel driveway, parking beside a navy sedan. “Home sweet home.”

			The sun is just over its peak and glints off the roof. The house is as unassuming as ever, with blue wooden siding and a glass-paned door with tall pine trees looming in the yard. My racing thoughts are deafening compared to the rustling of the leaves. The cottage next door has new siding and a fresh coat of paint, but the lights are off and there are no cars parked out front. Relief and a twinge of disappointment make my breath catch.

			I drag myself out of the car and the fresh breath of country air sinks deep into my lungs, as if trying to cleanse the stain of a decade living downtown. My feet kick up dust from the dirt driveway, and I mentally note that I’ll need to swap to my old Birkenstocks or my matte leather flats will be beyond saving.

			I grab my suitcase from my sister’s trunk, my arm nearly buckling. Meanwhile, Mel swings her overnight bag onto her shoulder with ease and whips her keys around her finger.

			The cottage is almost exactly as I remember it. A big open-concept living room that leads into the dining space and kitchen. There are unfamiliar knick-knacks that must be Shehla Auntie’s, and a few dishes scattered on the counter. My dad’s old woolly throw blanket is on the couch rumpled instead of folded, but the moose-shaped footrest he bought from an estate sale still rests at the base of the brown leather armchair, like he could stroll back in and sit down. I walk over and fold the blanket, setting it neatly with trembling hands.

			“They must be outside,” Mel says, striding to the back door, breaking me out of my reverie. She opens the door and we amble down the cobblestone path towards the dock, where two distant figures are lounging.

			“Mel!” Ciji exclaims, leaping up from her chair. She’s older than I remember, her face slimmer and limbs long. Her flimsy lime bikini would never have passed my mother’s muster, but Shehla Auntie is ten years younger than my mother and so ten times more relaxed about these things.

			“Cee!” Mel grabs her for a hug, standing on her tiptoes to ruffle her hair.

			My aunt follows her daughter, her flowy swimsuit cover drifting in the wind. “You girls are such a blessing for coming down and helping out this summer. Lia, beta. It’s so good to see you.” She ignores my outstretched hand and crushes me into a hug. When she lets go, she smiles, the subtle circles under her eyes the only evidence of her stress. I can’t believe she’s actually sick.

			Ciji shakes her head. “Mel, why aren’t you staying with me instead?”

			My gut twists as my sister tries to play it off. “Oh, I wish I could, but I have so much going on this summer. But I’ll be staying the night!”

			“We’re going to have fun, Ciji.” I take a reluctant step closer, not knowing how best to approach. Even though she’s been at a few family dinners in recent years, the last time we really spent time together was when she excitedly showed me her dolls and Lego playhouse. But here she is—in the liminal space between child and woman—a smidge taller than my carefully measured five foot three and a half.

			Ciji’s neck tightens, but she acts like she doesn’t notice me and turns towards her mother instead. “Mom, this summer is going to blow.”

			“It’ll be fine. Besides, this summer isn’t for fun. It’s for getting your grades back up.” My aunt grimaces, turning to Mel and me. “Let me get you girls some chairs.”

			“We’ll get them,” I say, pulling my sister along through the overgrown grass. Once we’re out of earshot, I ask her, “What’s going on with Ciji?”

			“Nothing out of the ordinary,” Mel says. “You know, her parents are separated, her mom is sick, and our family thinks that her math performance is more important than her mental health.”

			“How am I supposed to help with that?”

			“You’ll figure it out.” She gives me a half smile that does nothing to settle the growing unease in my belly. Everything feels off balance here at the cottage, and I’m the wrong person to help Ciji. My mother may think I’m a great role model, but she wouldn’t if she knew the truth.

			The code to open the garage door is still the same. We drag white Muskoka chairs back to the dock.

			I sit next to Ciji. Maybe if I break the ice now, the rest of the summer will go smoothly. This is exactly like wooing a reluctant client. Only with less wine and more trauma.

			“How has your day been?” I ask.

			“Fine,” Ciji replies. “Mel, I love your hair.”

			I ask about how she’s finding the cottage and if she knows anyone in her summer school class, but no matter what I say, she stonewalls my overtures with monosyllabic replies. Eventually she stands up, drawing Mel to the other edge of the dock, the distance muting their words.

			As I get pushed out of the conversation, my eyes keep drifting to the house next door. The lights remain off. I force my attention back to the dock.

			Shehla Auntie shifts her chair closer to me. “I don’t know what’s gotten into my daughter this year. We used to be so close, but now I feel like I’m disappointing her,” my aunt whispers, eyes darting to where Mel and Ciji are engaged in conversation. “It’ll be good for Ciji to spend time with you. She might connect more with someone nearer to her age.”

			“Adolescence is hard,” I tell Shehla, forcing the turmoil out of my mind. “I’ll take care of Ciji. Focus on yourself right now. How are you feeling?”

			“Oh, I’m fine. Not looking forward to surgery and recovery but there’s no other way forward.” Shehla frowns, absentmindedly touching her lower chest.

			“Ah.” My hand curls into a fist.

			“Don’t worry, Lia. They caught it early.”

			I focus on the bite of my nails against my palm, my brain flashing through the memories of my dad in the hospital and then our unexpected goodbye. I don’t want my cousin to lose her mom so young. I wasn’t ready to lose my dad.

			Shehla lets out a deep breath and the baton passes to me. I’ll get Ciji through her class so Shehla can focus on her treatment. I’ll get everything back on track for our family. That’s my job, after all.
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			Dinnertime rolls around, and even though Mel and I insist on being helpful, my aunt’s evaded us. She’s marinated chicken wings and tossed a salad with homemade vinaigrette.

			Mel and I force Shehla to take a break, offering to cook the meat. “I could use a shower,” she agrees, gesturing to the barbecue. “Have at it, then.” Ciji follows her inside.

			“I wish it was mishkaki,” Mel says. The sweet savoury barbecued meat was married to the summers spent at the cottage when my dad was alive. It tasted of happiness, of togetherness and of so much possibility. I swallow a lump down my throat. Mel and my mom would take charge of the side dishes and dessert and my dad and I would make the mishkaki. We would spend the afternoon humming around the barbecue as the sweet and spicy tang of ginger and garlic came to life. My role would be to hand my dad skewers, help him find the perfect placement for the char. He always said that my touch made the magic come out. But for me, it was a time for us to be together, without the pressure of school and the future clawing at our conversation. I blink hard, brushing the memories away.

			“How do you turn this thing on?” I pick up the tongs and absentmindedly click them together as I inspect the blackened char coating the grill.

			“I think it’s this knob here.” Mel gives a front knob a quick turn and presses the ignitor button. Nothing happens besides the click of the spark. She waits a few seconds and holds the button down again, but not even a matchstick of fire materializes.

			I let out a huff. “Maybe we should ask Shehla Auntie after she’s done with her shower.”

			A trademark look of fierce determination comes over her face. “No way, we’re going to figure this out. Shehla Auntie made the whole dinner. We have to help with something.” She kicks the barbecue, oblivious to the fact that she could cause an explosion. I put the tongs down on the side table and creep further back, ready to dodge any potential disasters. No flames emerge, but the tongs go flying into the grass as Mel batters the barbecue one more time.

			“Good job,” I say, picking up the sullied utensil. “Now we have no barbecue and dirty tongs. I’m gonna go rinse them,” I tell her, stifling my sigh and plodding back to the house, around the ancient evergreen in the centre of the yard and up the cobblestone path. After washing the tongs and sifting through the drawers for an extra spatula, I make my way back out. I’m about to emerge from behind the tree and toss the spatula at Mel when a deep, familiar voice makes me freeze. “Do you need help with that?”

			I peer around the trunk as blood rushes to my head. Even though I’m facing his back, I recognize him like the lines on my palm. He’s taller than I remember, and broader. The years have lined him with muscle, and sandy hair dusts his sinewy forearms. His hair is shorter than how he wore it in high school, but as sun-streaked as ever. His blue cotton T-shirt looks soft, paired with khaki shorts that finally fit him right. He folds his arms together as he laughs at my sister, and I remember how safe it felt for them to be wrapped tightly around me. My heart picks up and a woozy feeling comes over me. I place my hand on the gnarled bark of the tree to steady myself.

			“I didn’t know you’d be up already.” Mel smiles up at him. “I’ll trade you some chicken for a working barbecue.”

			Already. That means she must have known he would be here. Hot, sticky betrayal bubbles in my stomach.

			Wes shakes his head, nudging her aside playfully. “Maybe I can help you so both our homes don’t burn down.” My ears ring with his voice and my chest hurts at the ease they still have with each other.

			He bends over, turning the knob on the propane tank. “It helps if you turn the gas supply on.” Amusement layers his tone.

			“Thanks,” Mel says, blasé. Our embarrassing error doesn’t faze her.

			When he stands up, he turns the front knobs to midway and presses the ignitor button. Flames lick the grates as he closes the lid. “There. It’s heating up.”

			Maybe now he’ll go back to his cottage and I’ll be able to postpone the inevitable. I hold still, barely breathing. There’s something more to him now. Less clumsy, more assured. I feel the opposite, as if being here has stripped away the last decade and I’m an awkward adolescent again.

			He brushes the back of his neck, like he feels the weight of my gaze there.

			I can’t hide forever. After a deep breath—I can deal with this, I have to deal with this—I take a step, a crunch of grass under my feet as I move past the branches. Wes turns, his eyes finding mine as if drawn to me like a magnet.

			The world stops while I take him in greedily, studying the face I’d imagined over so many years and used to know better than my own. The same high, arched nose, rich lower lip and freckle next to his left eye. His features are more striking, the years apart melting away the softness of youth, and shadows of stubble coat his jaw. He’s undeniably a man now.

			Wes examines me, tilting his head as I stand there like stone. I test a blink. He blinks back. My face burns.

			Glancing past him at the water lapping at the dock, I count to three and peek back at him. He’s still staring at me.

			Taking another deep breath, I force myself to take a step closer to him. His expression is a manifestation of the dread and longing in my chest. I don’t know how to be near him again without letting all the memories flood over me.

			“You’re here,” I whisper.

			The way he’s looking at me, as if he’s seeing a ghost, makes my attempt at a cursory smile falter.

			Wes bites down, a twitch in his cheek. “Hello, Lia.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 4
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			14 YEARS AGO

			August

			The kindness of Wes’s mom browbeat my parents into submission. After promising to make good decisions, we were released into the wilds of Pike Bay. The three of us tumbled into a routine that first summer. We’d hang out in the late morning—pulling out the pedal boat, roaming around Secret Island, pretending to be explorers. When the sun got too hot or if the clouds began to spit, we’d go to Wes’s place. Rows and rows of well-loved books with cracked spines and stacks of teetering board games and DVDs lined the Forests’ basement, a perfect hangout haven. Even better, Ms. Forest had a different approach to supervision than my mother, which meant plenty of snacks and little interference. Before bed, Wes and I would wish each other good night with a flicker of our lights through our windows. I’d never had a friend like Wes before.

			“You win again,” Mel groused, sitting back after yet another round of Monopoly. It was a muggy week. We’d been trapped inside more often than not, and the storm outside was dragging down our joy.

			“She always wins.” Wes’s smile looked forced.

			“We need more snacks.” Mel danced up the stairs, not noticing Wes’s mood even though it was all I could see.

			“What’s up?” I asked. “Are you mad that I won again?” When he didn’t look at me, I poked my foot across the debris of Monopoly, jabbing his jean-shorts-clad leg until he looked up.

			“No, it’s not about losing,” he said, leaning over to dump the Monopoly pieces into the box.

			I crawled over to his side, my thigh brushing his as I reached over to gather the money. “Not like that,” I said, organizing and stacking the bills in order before handing them back to him. “You know you’ll hate it next time you open it and it’s a mess.” Even though the basement was dim, I could count the freckles on his nose.

			His fingers lingered against mine for a few seconds too long before he pulled away. “Do you ever feel trapped?” he asked.

			I followed his eyes to a wooden photo frame. A young Ms. Forest, an equally young man with a stern face and a cherubic blond baby. Ms. Forest gazes at her boy like he’s her world, while the man stares straight through the camera, as if waiting for the gallows.

			“Is that your dad?” I blurted. When his eyebrows went up, I backtracked. “Sorry. I’m being nosy.”

			“It’s fine. Today’s my dad’s birthday. I had to speak to him, but I didn’t want to.” Wes stopped himself, so I nodded encouragingly. “He cheated on my mom and left us to be with another woman. When my grandmother died, he didn’t even bother to come to her funeral. I hate him.” The words poured out of him like a pot boiling over.

			“I’m sorry,” I said, twisting my thumbs. “He sounds like a dick.”

			Wes’s laugh came out as a snort and he packed away the Monopoly box. I followed him towards the shelves in the back of the room.

			“What?” I asked innocently, even though I couldn’t hide my smirk. No one expected good girl Lia to sprout profanities, especially me. With Wes, though, it felt like I could turn the filter off.

			“You’re full of surprises.” Wes tilted his head to better examine me, as his sullen expression lifted.

			Mel stomped down the stairs, the reverberations breaking the pull between us.

			“We should watch a movie,” I blurted. I reached carelessly on the shelves, pulling out a random DVD and handing it to Wes.

			He looked down at my selection, raising his eyebrows as Mel arrived, bag of chips crinkling in her grasp.

			“I didn’t know you liked horror.” Wes brandished the case in front of me, grinning. My heart sank, what had I chosen?

			Mel snatched the DVD from Wes. “Lia picked The Ring?” she cackled.

			“Yes,” I bristled. How scary could a movie called The Ring be? Maybe it’d be like The Fellowship of the Ring? Hobbits were something I could get into.

			We sat together on the sofa, me sandwiched in the middle with a blanket over us. “My friend said she peed her pants during this movie,” my sister announced gleefully. Mel loved scary movies.

			Somehow, I managed to keep it together as we watched. At least at first. But as the movie unfolded, my body tensed, my heart galloping. I didn’t want Mel or Wes to laugh at me, but when the phone upstairs rang, I jumped. I took a heavy breath, forcing myself to calm down before anyone noticed, but my spine seized with the sudden rumble of thunder.

			Wes inched closer to my side, slowly pressing himself against me like a reassuring blanket. I inhaled cotton and sunrise, and my tight muscles unwound. When I glanced up at him, his brow furrowed. He wasn’t looking at the screen, but at me, concern emanating from him.

			A frightening girl with thick black hair appeared on the screen and I grabbed Wes’s hand, and his eyes flicked to where we were joined. “Sorry,” I muttered, grip loosening.

			“It’s okay,” he told me, tugging my hand under the blanket so my sister couldn’t see. His hand wrapped around mine, my thumb skittering against his knuckles while the creepy music ebbed around us. I didn’t know if it was fear or Wes making my heart beat quickly. As the movie continued, little jolts of fear tightened my grip, but Wes didn’t flinch as my fingers dug into his palm.

			Finally when it was over, we let go, though he stayed at my side.

			“You did it,” my sister said at the end, with a look of begrudging respect.

			“Are you a horror movie aficionado now?” Wes joked. He got up to turn on the lights and then settled back at a reasonable distance from me.

			“You know it,” I said, letting a smile come to my face. When he laughed, I continued, “But, actually, I am never watching one of those ever again.”

			I had nightmares for days afterwards. Still, it was worth it. Especially because I could still feel where Wes had held my hand.
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			The sun was stark in the sky when Wes, my sister and I pedalled out to Secret Island with a large throw blanket and books protected in a plastic tote. We wanted to bake there in the sun and read for a couple hours. Though the sky was clear, August had crept up on us and the approaching end of summer was a black cloud that shrouded my mind. It didn’t help that I’d gotten my period overnight and my sleep had been fitful thanks to the lack of summer breeze. Secret Island was also hot and uncomfortable. The ground was hard even underneath the blanket we’d brought to lie on, and my mood was as dark as the flies buzzing around us.

			By the time we got back, we were exhausted and Mel went home to nap. Not wanting to end our summer on a sour note, I went to Wes’s place to grab a book. The shade and the oscillating portable fans were a relief after the unrelenting heat.

			Ms. Forest was in the kitchen, hair brushed out of its usual ponytail, bright smile lighting up her face. “Short shift today,” she explained, coming over to give Wes a kiss on his cheek.

			“Mom!” he protested, but it was half-hearted. My gut tugged. I wished my parents would give unassuming affection. There was always a because to their overtures. A hug for getting an A in math, a proud grin for winning an award.

			My stomach was still crampy, and I wanted to grab a new book and go home so I could mourn the end of summer privately.

			“We’re going to the basement,” Wes said to his mom.

			I followed him down the stairs. “I’ll just pick one and go?” When I noticed Wes’s face crease, I continued, “It’s because I’m cranky and want to hide under a blanket.”

			“I don’t mind if you’re cranky. You can hide under a blanket here if you want? No pressure, though,” Wes said.

			I considered it. If I went home, I might get roped into running errands anyway and wouldn’t be able to read. “Okay. We could watch a movie? As long as it’s not scary.”

			His grin was hopeful and earnest. “I’ll get us a snack.”

			I sighed, plopping myself on the sofa as I waited for him to come back downstairs. Fifteen minutes later, he emerged from the kitchen carrying s’mores on a baking tray. “My mom makes me these when I don’t feel well,” he said shyly. “They cure almost everything.”

			My eyes widened in delighted surprise as I took my first bite of the gooey chocolate sandwich. Wes was right, s’mores could fix almost anything. He popped on an action movie and sat on the couch, only inches away from me. The s’mores settled in my belly, but the heavy weight of summer ending still rested on my chest.

			Partway through, Wes paused the movie, the main character frozen mid-flip.

			“Why’d you turn it off?” I asked haughtily.

			“You seem to be in the throes of mild despair,” Wes said, nudging me with his socked foot.

			I couldn’t help but laugh. Mild despair was the perfect way to phrase it. I wanted to be here, in the summer, spending the days with someone who was becoming my closest friend, away from school and the pressures of trying to be perfect. “I’m sorry,” I blurted, a stray tear at the corner of my eye. “I just don’t want to go home and back to school. And it’ll suck when I come back next summer and we’re not even friends anymore because you’ve forgotten all about me and we don’t have any reasons to talk.” I sucked in a big breath, lungs deflated after blurting my worries out.

			He stared at me. A beat passed as heat rushed to my neck. I shouldn’t have said anything. I was coming off as needy and insecure and that was how you lost friends.

			Wes cleared his throat. “Listen, I don’t know what you’re talking about. I’ve been here a year and haven’t made any friends as close as you. You’re basically my best friend,” he whispered. His confession soothed my self-doubt.

			“You’re mine too,” I replied. “But I’ve never had a friend live so far away from me before.” I looked down at my foot, striped with a flip-flop tan from our sunny adventures.

			We stayed silent, both of us thinking about the miles that separated Pike Bay from Toronto until finally Wes hauled me up, hands warm and firm against mine. “I have an idea,” he said. He dropped one hand but kept the other in his grasp as he dragged me to the bookshelves. “Why don’t you grab a bunch of books and take them home with you, so you’ll have to return them to me next summer? And we can message about them over the year. I’ve read most of these.”

			I brightened. “Okay,” I said, leafing through the shelves. The books were all out of order. Fantasy mixed in with young adult and sci-fi. Well-loved books with pastel covers and fancy fonts interspersed with ones depicting men holding women in draping gowns. I picked a few of the latter, showing them to Wes. “Were these good?”

			“Those were my grandmother’s,” Wes said, a strange look on his face. “You sure you want those ones?”

			“Yeah? You read them, right? What did you think?” I dumped them in my bag.

			His ears grew pinker as he spoke to his feet. “Yeah, I liked them.”

			“Okay, so I’ll read them too.” I smiled at him, heat radiating through my chest. This would be a way for me to be close to him, even though we’d be far away. “And then next summer, we can hang out and read on Secret Island together.”

			“Yeah,” Wes said. “I’ll try to bring chairs or something so it’s more comfortable.”

			“I love it there. It’s comfortable already,” I said. What I didn’t say is that I’d love anywhere with him. “Let’s finish the movie.”

			The next week, I left with Wes’s instant messenger information and the bag of books in the trunk, as well as the promise that we’d keep in touch.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 5

			[image: ]

			PRESENT DAY

			July

			The silence between Wes and me stretches for a heartbeat and an eternity as I reconcile this new, older Wes with the teenager I used to know. His wiry arms are thicker, his jaw sharper, his lips set in a line. Creases have crinkled the corner of his eyes, from squinting or smiling. Hopefully the latter. The fast-forward makes me breathless, as if I’m accelerating through a tunnel. There used to be long gaps between when we saw each other, but nothing like this.

			He’s surveying me as intently, blue eyes narrowed, pinning me down, measuring me. I’m conscious of my straightened hair, the careful mascara on my lashes, the tightness the years have brought to my face. The quiet between us is unbearable in a way it never was before.

			“I was just trying to save myself from Mel’s pyromaniac tendencies,” I say, finding my voice, even though the rest of me is still tense with anticipation. Wes’s mouth softens.

			“I can’t believe you’re back,” he whispers, rubbing his hand on his brow in disbelief. The familiarity of his gesture skitters relief across my skin, chased by worry. He shouldn’t still cause this reaction in me.

			“It’s been awhile,” I fumble out.

			A blend of hurt and accusation flashes across his eyes. “A decade is more than awhile.”

			I glare at my sister. “Well, it apparently hasn’t been a decade for some of us.”

			Mel busies herself, studying the barbecue carefully. “We lost touch too. Mostly.”

			“Right,” I say, trying to calm my breath down. I’m torn between flight, fight and combust. Wes switches his head between us, a small smile with dimples peeking through. For a moment I feel relieved, like I’ve just seen the sun shining through the clouds after a grey spring. “Why are you smiling?” I ask.

			“Some things don’t change,” he says.

			I scowl at Mel, but she smiles innocently, taking a step towards me. Her foot catches on a rock and she almost spills into the barbecue.

			Automatically, I catch her and nudge her away. “As annoying as you are, I don’t want to serve charred sister for dinner.”

			“Your loss,” Mel says in a singsong, raising her hands. “I’d be delicious, okay?”

			Wes lets out a laugh and I feel myself sliding into an old camaraderie. I can’t have that.

			“What are you doing here?” I open the barbecue and line the chicken onto the grill, watching the hiss of steam. “Wouldn’t now be a prime time for you to be off negotiating a big deal in London or something?”

			The small smile on his face breaks into a grin. “You googled me.”

			I take a brush dabbed in oil from the tray and paint over the meat. It sizzles in response, louder than my heartbeat. “I google everyone.”

			“Sure you do,” he says, but there’s a thread of vulnerability there that makes me regret my cavalier response. I almost forget that he hasn’t answered my question.

			“You’re right,” I say, as my sister looks swiftly between us. “I don’t.”

			The silence lingers. Mel stands next to me, brushing me with her shoulder as if in apology, but I step away.

			“Are your parents coming up this summer too? I mean your mom,” Wes says, clearing his throat. “I was so sorry to hear about your dad, Lia. Really.”

			Hearing Wes’s condolences makes the loss raw again. I blink back the sudden tears that start to form behind my eyes.

			His forehead creases with concern and he’s reaching for me like it’s his responsibility to comfort me, but then he freezes, as if considering how close he wants to get, like I’m a hot coal. My breath stills when he steps closer purposefully, clasping my hand in his in a reassuring squeeze. The warmth of his palm sears through me, jolting to my heart. “I wish I could have been there for you.” He looks at Mel. “For you both.”

			I let out a choked laugh. He would have been the best and worst person to have there, in those hard moments that I still carry on my shoulders.

			“Thanks.” I force myself to pull away from him. Something’s come undone in me. I’m so shaken by the contact that I cover up my feelings with logistics. “Don’t forget to set a timer for the meat, Mel. It was nice seeing you, Wes. Maybe I’ll see you around if you’re back during the summer.”

			He clears his throat, shifting his eyes rapidly between Mel and me. He opens his mouth, but before he can speak Ciji emerges from the back door, dressed in a pair of black leggings and a crop top that looks like Mel’s. She even has a matching belly button ring. Next to her, I am extra frumpy. I haven’t felt this out of my element since I was in middle school.

			“Are you done cooking the chicken?” Ciji asks. There’s smoke emanating from the barbecue. She cocks her hips. “Or are you ruining it?”

			“We’re not,” I reassure her but give Mel a look. She quickly rotates the slightly burnt meat and I send a prayer to the heavens that it will still be edible.

			“Sure you aren’t.” Ciji rolls her eyes, then bats her lashes. “Hey, Wesley.”

			Shehla Auntie, wearing a loose sundress, steps out of the back door. She raises her hand in greeting and he waves back.

			Wes pulls out his phone, creasing his forehead. “Looks like you have a team to monitor the barbecue, so I’ll be heading out.”

			“Thanks again for agreeing to help this summer,” Shehla says, as she nears us. “You’re welcome to join us for dinner.” I quizzically glance at my sister. What is Wes helping with?

			“Next time, I have dinner plans.” Wes’s pose is relaxed but there’s a stiffness in his neck that he can’t hide. He looks at me. “I’ll see you around.” I give him a noncommittal nod, busying myself with taking the meat off the grill and pretending like I don’t hear every soft step away from me until he’s gone. My tongs grate against the metal of the barbecue.

			Mel brushes my shoulder tentatively. “You okay, Lia?”

			My instinct is to lean into her comfort. But then I remember and step away from my sister, despite the cool breeze bringing goosebumps to my skin. “What is Wes helping with this summer?”

			“He’s my math tutor.” Ciji twirls a lock of hair around her finger. There’s a dreamy quality to her voice, the way that she used to talk about Disney princes and princesses.

			Shehla smiles at me. “Between you and Wesley, I know you’ve got things covered this summer.”

			Ciji glowers. “I’d still rather come with you, Mom. It’s only math.”

			“Beta, I wish you could too,” Shehla says patiently. “Spending some time with Lia will be good for you.”

			“Will Dad at least be coming next weekend?” Ciji asks.

			Shehla’s lips tilt downward. “Sorry, beta. He cancelled.”

			“Sorry, girl.” Mel puts an arm on her shoulder as Ciji’s face falls. Ciji shrugs her off, stalking back into the cottage.

			The door slams behind her and I wring my hands together. “Is there anything I can do?”

			“She’s not upset at you, Lia.” Shehla sags. “I’ll go talk to her. Can you two set the table?” Shehla strides away, her walk purposeful but her shoulders curled in.

			I turn back to Mel, my voice shattered. “Why is Wes tutoring this summer?”

			“Listen, I knew you wouldn’t come if I said anything.” Mel shifts guiltily.

			“What do you mean?”

			She paces up and down the cobblestone path leading to the water. “You’re the one who told me to never mention him again. And I didn’t. I was just doing what you asked.” Mel turns to the bay, tension vibrating her shoulders. The evening breeze stirs the water into a latte froth.

			It dawns on me. “You’re mad at me.”

			“I’m not mad, necessarily.” Mel bites her lip, approaching me, curls splaying in the wind. “I’m…frustrated.”

			I wait.

			“You made me promise to not mention him to you. So I didn’t. But I lost one of my close friends too. I tried to come up this summer so you wouldn’t have to, but Mom didn’t want me to. And I couldn’t explain why you wouldn’t want to be here. Obviously.” Bitterness coats her tongue. “I don’t want to ruin your perfect image, after all. And now you’re acting like I did something wrong?”

			“Well, what did you expect from me? I didn’t know he was going to be here. A warning would have been nice.” Annoyance presses my lips into a line.

			“Can you keep an open mind? It’s been years. Whatever happened is irrelevant now. We’re adults, not teenagers with crushes.”

			Heat comes to my cheeks, a mix of anger and sadness. Wes wasn’t just a crush, but I swallow it down. It doesn’t matter. “You’re right. He’s just someone I used to know.” Because he is. And I’ve thoroughly moved on. “Besides, I finally met a guy. And I think we might have a future.”

			“The lawyer? Norah mentioned you were into someone at work?” Mel asks. I nod. “Well, I’d love to get to know him if you really think he’s someone special.” Her tone has a skeptical intonation that I choose to ignore.

			“Maybe,” I reply. I mentally note to check in with Hassan later.

			Mel turns back to the cottage, a tight smile on her face. “After all, nothing can rattle Perfect Lia,” she says, so quietly I almost miss it.
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			14 YEARS AGO

			September

			
				MSN Messenger

				Lia: How did the start of school go? It’s been so busy for me.

				Wes: It’s fine, other than math, but I’m making some friends in my class, finally

				Lia: That’s great!

				Wes: None of them likes to read like you though, so don’t think you’re replaced.

				Lia: Speaking of, just finished chapter 3, I can’t believe Aline would treat McKenna that way!

				Wes: Keep reading, it only gets better!
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			13 YEARS AGO

			June

			The last school year had been terrible. I joined Model UN with my closest school friend, Zainab. At first I’d enjoyed having a friend with me, but then our mothers started comparing us and it felt like we were competing on their behalf. When it was my turn to deliver the closing speech, I froze. Meanwhile Zainab flourished. My dad had never looked so disappointed. But when Zainab registered for the debate team for the upcoming year, my parents still insisted I join as well. They didn’t seem to get why I hated public speaking or why when other people looked at me, my face steamed red and my words flew back down my throat until I choked. They thought that I should be loud and opinionated at school, even though at home, I was expected to be quiet and obedient.

			As the year came to an end, I vowed I would be ready for debate next year. I wasn’t going to let my parents down. My free time was now spent reciting practice debate speeches to my audience of old stuffed animals.

			I couldn’t wait to get back to the cottage. Wes had become a daily fixture, a faceless internet friend who I told almost everything to. We talked about school, plans for the upcoming summer and the books we’d been reading. The only things I couldn’t bear to discuss were the scenes in his grandmother’s romance novels that made my face red and heart fast. We stayed up late at night and messaged almost every day, except for the evenings when Wes went out with his friends or when I had Model UN or law school interest club meetings. But now, on the drive to the cottage with my family, I worried that we would be awkward in person.

			“Do you think it will be weird to hang out with someone we haven’t seen for a year?” I whispered to Mel in the back seat.

			“You’re overthinking it.” Mel slapped my restless shaking leg. “We were just there last summer. Besides, you’re always messaging him.”

			My sister stayed in touch in a cursory way. Wishing him a happy birthday, following him on our new social media accounts.

			“What did you say, Mel?” my dad asked. My sister and I were in my dad’s car for the ride up. He’d worked extra overtime this year and sprung for a second vehicle so my mother would have a car at the cottage while he was in the city working. I’d never seen my mother more pleased at a present.

			“Nothing,” I said. My dad wouldn’t have liked to know how much time I spent messaging Wes, even though there was nothing to feel guilty about.

			“You girls and your nothing,” my dad said from the front seat, twiddling with the radio. He gave us a small smile through the rear-view mirror, but his eyebrows were knit together.

			Our tires crunched on the gravel when we turned down our driveway, our mom’s car already parked ahead. My foot shook faster as the anticipation wound in my belly. I’d told Wes we’d be coming up sometime today, but he wouldn’t know the exact time we would arrive.

			I wasn’t prepared for the tall, tan figure walking to the car once we’d parked.

			“You made it!” Wes said as I got out of the car. He ran his hands through his too long hair. The dirty blond had lightened to strands of gold against his sunned skin. He’d clearly been outside a lot, already enjoying the summer. Even though my natural skin tone was darker, I felt pale and wasted from spending my days behind a computer screen.

			“We did,” I said, a wide smile cracking my face. I was struck by how I had to look up to see him now. His eyes flicked downwards, as if taking in my changes too. Though I hadn’t grown in height, I had grown some curves. And after crying to my mother about how the other girls stared at the dark black hair on my legs in gym class, I’d finally been allowed to get my own razor.

			Wes reached his lanky arms out as if he were going to press me against him, but I retreated, my eyes darting to my dad as he got out of the car.

			“Hello, Mr. Juma,” Wes said, his voice cracking down into a pleasing baritone. “Let me help you with your bags.”

			“I’ve got them.” My dad slid out of the car, stretching his neck. He intentionally busied himself with opening the trunk and hauling the bags inside.

			Mel and I exchanged quick glances before she grabbed Wes into a hug. “Hello, tree,” Mel deflected from our father’s rudeness. “Have you been working out?”

			Wes blushed, shaking his head. “Just some landscaping.” Wes had started to do the lawns for a few of our neighbours for extra cash since his mother had to take some time off work. The doctors called her symptoms fatigue, but Wes worried it was something more and threw himself into work to help.

			His physical labour showed. There were impressions in his wiry forearms where muscle had fought its way through. My eyes felt compelled to trace every line. The view made my throat dry and I kind of wished he could go back into the computer screen where I wouldn’t be intimidated.

			“I’ve been waiting for you guys to take the boat out. Wanna go?” Wes smiled broadly, and I grinned back.

			“Hang on,” I said. “I’ll tell our parents.” Mel had taken to saying our parents were more lenient with me. But in my mind, Mel somehow got away with things that would be impossible for me. Coming home late from school, seeing R-rated movies and going out after being grounded.

			When I peeked my head into the house, my parents were unpacking groceries. “We’re going to take the boat out.”

			“Enjoy, beta,” my mom said, perched in front of the refrigerator loading in the curries, samosas, kebabs and marinated meat she’d prepped and frozen at home.

			My father shook his head, handing my mother a bag of oranges to arrange on the fruit bowl on the counter. “Already running off and forgetting about your family?”

			“Karim, leave her be,” my mother said. “Some sun, with adequate sunscreen, mind you, will be good for her.”

			My father manoeuvred his rounded body around my mother, his face stern. “Just be sure to not waste too much time on the riff-raff here. You need to practise your public speaking. We don’t want a repeat of the last Model UN, mm? Especially with the debate team next year. That’s not how you get into law school.”

			I paused, taking my father in. Unlike last year, there was a heavy set in his jaw and his jowls seemed tired. “Dad, I promise I’ll practise. It’s only a short break.”

			Taking in my earnest look, and my mother’s exasperation, he relented.
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			Mel and I were in the pedal boat and Wes was in the kayak. I stayed quiet as Mel steered the conversation and Wes updated her on the past year. It was mostly things I already knew.

			Even though I was excited for the summer, my mind kept looping back to the last Model UN showcase. The way my father’s face had fallen when it was clear I was no public speaker. The heat on my cheeks and the awful, tight feeling in my chest as the audience’s eyes bored into me.

			“Earth to Lia,” Wes called, splashing me with an oar. “Where has your mind gone?”

			“Oh, nothing, just thinking about school,” I said. I hadn’t told Wes yet about how badly I’d messed up Model UN.

			“At least school’s out for now.” Wes’s voice was forcefully cheerful.

			“What ended up happening with math?” I asked, looking at him from the side. The glint off the water reflected in his eyes.

			His smile dropped. “I passed but barely. I don’t know how I’m going to deal with it next year. And we don’t have money for a tutor.”

			“What about your dad?” Mel asked.

			“We don’t talk much anymore.” His eyes clouded over. “If I don’t get my grades up, I’ll never get a scholarship and get out of here.”

			“He should want to help. You’re his son.” The defence sprung from me automatically. I couldn’t imagine why his father wouldn’t do everything for his child.

			Wes didn’t answer. He paddled forcefully, splashing himself and blinking hard. I looked away so he could gather himself, pretending to be engrossed in a gaggle of ducks. Maybe I had prodded at an unhealed wound.

			Mel looked at me speculatively and then turned to Wes. “You guys could trade, you know.”

			“What do you mean?” he asked her, wiping the water off his face.

			“Lia is great at math,” Mel said. “All the Kumon my parents make us do.”

			“Wes, I’m happy to help you. Seriously.” I tried to catch his eye but he paddled ahead of us so I could only see his profile.

			“She’s great at everything,” Wes said, tilting his head down.

			“No,” my sister said. “No one is great at everything. Lia is so freaked out about this public speaking thing that she’s been practising non-stop and I’m going to poke my eardrums out soon.”

			“You said you didn’t mind.” I jabbed my sister with my elbow.

			“I didn’t mind when I thought it was, like, now and then. Not incessant. At breakfast, when we’re in the car, before bed. In my nightmares.”

			“Oh, okay.” I shrank.

			“That’s not what I meant. I just meant that maybe this could be a good trade. Math for debate skills,” Mel backtracked. “Besides, I need to get volunteer hours this summer, so I’ll be busy at the library.”

			“I don’t mind helping,” Wes said, letting Mel and me catch up to him.

			“It’s a fair trade,” I said, wiping the sweat from the back of my neck. Part of me rejoiced at the idea. I would get to spend more time with Wes.

			“We have a deal,” Wes said, paddling close enough to stick out his hand. I shook it and he gave mine a squeeze that I felt all the way to my chest. Things would be okay.

			Two weeks later

			After a morning of floating around until my voice was hoarse from practising debate, Wes and I steered the pedal boat towards Secret Island. We’d taken to stopping there for lunch. I’d brought sandwiches for us, as a thank you to Wes for listening to me for an entire morning. I was starting to recognize how tight the Forests’ household budget was, especially now that Ms. Forest was working part-time, and I was cognizant of the snacks I pilfered freely from their pantry. When I’d mentioned it to my mother, she’d handed me extra cookies and samosas to leave at their house, with the admonishment to “not tell my father.” It was his money, after all. Even if it was her labour that went into making them.

			The clouds swooped in to cover us from the sun, and the breeze from the lake kept us cool. We’d brought over blankets and cushions on our various treks to the island and we set up our picnic on the grassy knoll, sun and fresh air coasting over our skin, our elbows and knees inches apart.

			“I think we made good progress today,” Wes said around a mouthful of corned beef. He was always hungry at lunch, having built an appetite after waking up early to do the lawns so we could get out on the water by mid-morning.

			“I hope it’s enough.” I frowned, curling my knees into my chest. Average wouldn’t be good enough. “My parents expect me to be the best on the team.”

			“What’s the worst that can happen if you fail?” Wes asked, leaning forward, a sliver of sunlight streaking across his right cheek. “They’ll understand, they’ll love you anyway,” he reassured me.

			Our gazes connected and I admitted, “Sometimes it feels like they won’t.”

			“That’s impossible. You’re this amazing person.” Wes leaned in further towards me so that our elbows touched. I tilted my head towards him. The light danced off his eyelashes in long golden rays. The realization that he was beautiful in every way coursed through me. I leaned away under the pretense of taking a sip from my water bottle.

			“So, am I becoming an excellent debater, or what?” I asked lightly. “What did you think of my argument that it should be harder to get a divorce because it encourages people to make hasty decisions?”

			“It’s a good argument,” Wes said slowly, brushing crumbs off his tattered jean shorts. We both watched them fall into the strands of wild grass. “But you don’t really think that, right?”

			I stared at him. My parents were strongly anti-divorce. They seemed to think that people here took relationships lightly. Sleeping with each other before marriage, getting married and divorced, same-sex relationships, interracial relationships. My mother and father would gossip about his co-workers with gleeful disregard at the dinner table, and I would watch my sister shrink as she gave up on trying to justify why some people might be different from our parents. I didn’t know how to change their minds, only how to distract them by bringing up school and our futures, topics sure to switch the subject.

			“No,” I said finally. “I don’t agree with it but it’s a debate. You have to be able to argue both sides. It doesn’t mean I believe in everything I’m saying.”

			Wes visibly relaxed. “My parents still haven’t managed to finalize their divorce. They can’t agree on anything and Mom can barely afford the lawyer. I wish it was easier.”

			“Do you want to talk about it?” I asked and then immediately backtracked. “Not that you have to tell me if you don’t want to—”

			“The short story is that they got married when Mom found out she was having me and my dad felt trapped,” Wes said, eyes shadowed. “Mom and me were something he never wanted. He made it clear we don’t add value to his life.”

			The words sparked electric anger. It was inconceivable that someone could make my best friend hurt like this.

			“And he’s right,” Wes continued. “I fucked up at school and now everything is on the line.”

			“You are my best friend, and the best person I know.” I propped myself up on my knees so I could look him eye to eye, clasping our hands in between us. “And you’re going to prove your dad wrong.”

			Wes looked at where our fingers were intertwined and swallowed. I hated this, that someone who was meant to love Wes was tearing him apart. I recognized how lucky I was. Even if my parents pushed me, wanted more from me, they dreamed big for me. They thought the best of me.
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			We were quiet on the way back from Secret Island, but it was the kind of quiet that I relished, focusing on the feel of the waves against the boat, the air that tasted like freedom, and the steady way Wes steered us. Halfway home, Wes handed off the steering stick to me, and even though we initially went in a circle and almost got caught in the weeds around his dock, I managed to get us safely to shore.

			After we shucked our life jackets off, I suggested we practice algebra.

			The Forests’ house was empty when Wes opened the door. He pulled out his scuffed cellphone to scour his messages. “Looks like my mom’s working a late shift.” He shrugged, unconcerned. “Let me grab my textbook.” Wes gestured for me to follow him up the creaky wooden staircase.

			I had seen the outside of his room a couple of times, but I was always conscious of Ms. Forest downstairs. Wes didn’t seem to register that I was entering his room, even though I was hyperaware of every detail as I stepped in. The lemon and pine scent I associated with Wes. The double bed with a navy coverlet tucked in the corner of the small room. The pair of socks hanging from the side of his hamper and the nightstand table stacked with books ranging from The Art of Travel to Ender’s Game and Dreaming of You, the latter tipped over on its front to save the page. The desk in the opposite corner of his bed with a beat-up laptop and a math textbook stacked on it, next to an expensive-looking watch box. Above it hung a bulletin board littered with to-do lists, pictures of international landmarks like the Eiffel Tower and the pyramids, along with photos of Wes with people I didn’t recognize.

			“Hey,” I said, pointing to a photo of Wes standing in between a girl and boy around our age. She had green eyes and the flippy hairstyle that all the cool girls at school had, that my hair promptly rejected by exploding into a frizzy triangle. The guy next to her had the same colour eyes but a bigger smile. “Who are they?”

			“Oh, that’s Andrea and Jake, they’re twins.” Wes put his hands in his pockets. “Andrea was the first friend I made here. Their mom works with mine at the grocery store.”

			Of course he had other friends. Probably cooler ones. “They look fun,” I said weakly, trying to ignore the bitter taste coating my mouth. “Why aren’t you hanging with them this summer?”

			“I see Jake at work; we do some of the yards together.” He shrugged, looking down. “I’d rather spend time with you during the summer. I’ll see them at school.”

			Part of me triumphed that I won the summer, but the reminder that our friendship wasn’t part of our real lives stung. And the more I looked at the photo, the more possessive Andrea’s arm on Wes’s shoulder appeared. “Should we get back to math,” I mumbled, unable to pry my gaze from the photo. “That’s why I’m here, right?”

			Wes took his hands out of his pockets, coming closer to me. His startling blue eyes were serious. “Sometimes I worry that you think people will only like you if you do something for them, but I’m friends with you because I like you.”

			I bit my lower lip and said nothing. He’d hit the nail on the head. My parents and teachers liked that I did what I was told. My classmates appreciated me for my contributions to group projects. Their care felt conditional.

			“You’re my best friend, Lia. I talk to you every day. Even more than my friends here.” His smile was especially bright against his summer tan, and his nose was covered in freckles from our long afternoons out on the boat. I loved those freckles. They were proof of the time we spent together.

			“Yeah.” I cleared my throat, backing away from him until I was by his bedside table. “You’re right.” I picked up the book he had propped open. “So, what are you reading?”

			I turned the book to the page that Wes had saved when a vise grabbed my wrist and pulled my hand up above my head. “Hey,” I protested. “I just wanted to take a look.”

			A creeping blush crawled over his neck and when I realized how little space there was between us, my cheeks heated. Wes still held my wrist, his face bent down close to me. “It’s embarrassing,” he said, snatching the book from me with his other hand only to pull it overhead and out of my reach. Something about his vulnerability gave me courage and, instead of pulling away, I stilled.

			“Why?” I asked, laughing. I was suffused in his nearness, the warmth from his body, the way our breathing seemed to sync so that our chests ever so slightly brushed.

			“It’s…uh, like a kissing scene.” He shook his head, ears blazing red.

			“Oh, come on. Thanks to you, I’ve read tons of those scenes. Give it to me.” I jumped up, trying to snatch it from him. I stumbled as I leapt, falling flush against him. He dropped the book to the floor so he could curve his arm around my back to steady me. My hands fluttered to his shoulders as I braced myself on him, his fingers still locked on my wrist. His eyes drifted down to my face, to my chest against my clingy tank top, and he swallowed thickly. My pulse drummed in my neck, all my nerves overloaded by sensation.

			I forgot that we weren’t supposed to be like this. He was everywhere, firm and warm in a way I’d never experienced before and instinctively I moved into him. My whole body tingled. He inhaled sharply. I turned crimson, realizing what I was pressed against.

			“I’m so sorry,” I said, pulling away, his grip on my wrist loosening. I bent, picking up the book and placing it on his nightstand. He was static, hands clenched as if to stop them from reaching.

			I manoeuvred carefully so that I wouldn’t accidentally touch him as I moved to exit the room.

			“You know what. I forgot that I’m supposed to help my mom with dinner,” I said, my peppy voice belied by my steaming red face.

			“Lia,” he started, ears hot. “I’m sorry for—”

			I raised my hand to stop him before he could apologize. “Don’t worry about it.” My laughter sounded fake even to my ears. “I’ve attended sex ed. I know it’s not about me; it’s just hormones and contact and whatever. It’s not like you’d ever think about me in that way. Anyway, I gotta go.” I raced out of his bedroom, almost tripping down the carpeted stairs.

			“Hey,” he called behind me. “Can we talk?”

			Shaking my head, I pulled open the front door. I didn’t want to talk about how he felt up against me, solid and good in a way that wouldn’t be right with a friend. “There’s nothing to talk about.”

			“Wait—” Wes started, but I was already crossing the lawn.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 7
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			PRESENT DAY

			July

			My sleep that night is fitful, even though the ancient bed still feels moulded to my body. The shelves of all my old books seem to judge me, and I’m careful to keep my blinds pulled so I’m not tempted to look at Wes’s window. Eventually, I fall asleep to the sound of the larks rising and wake up a couple hours later, disoriented. I’m trapped in a déjà vu, having slept on the same faded lilac sheets I’d spent so many summers on.

			The house is quiet. Automatically, I scroll through my phone. Aside from the usual work onslaught that continued through the night, Hassan messaged.

			
				Hassan: Hey, how is the cottage? Thinking of you

			

			Smiling, I heart the message and mentally note to reply later. I creep downstairs and out the door to retrieve the box stuffed with work documents from Mel’s trunk. It took both Mel and me to load it in, and now I’m struggling to pry it out of the trunk.

			“Want help?” Wes calls from across the yard.

			I startle, almost dropping the box. Of course he’s still an early riser. So much has changed, but not that. Nor how my heart responds to his deep voice.

			“I’m fine,” I grunt through the burn in my untrained biceps. I haven’t had my coffee yet and I need more fortification before I can look directly at Wes.

			“Suit yourself,” he says before the buzz of a lawnmower starts.

			The adrenaline from interacting with Wes gets me through the front door. Once I do, the box gives out, papers sliding everywhere.

			“Shit.” I try to stack everything back in order, but the paper clips are no match for gravity. It’s going to take me forever to sort it all. My throat constricts. I’m off to a great start.

			Ciji strides down the stairs, giving me a look as she passes, intentionally stepping on the piece of paper I’m trying to pick up. “Sorry,” she says, sounding the opposite. My aunt and my sister follow her down, wincing when they meet my gaze. My sister shakes her head, whispering quietly to Ciji, who brushes her off.

			I wave my aunt and sister away when they try to help. I can barely decipher half of the paperwork myself.

			Shehla Auntie makes porridge sweetened with maple syrup while I quickly finish stacking documents on my father’s old desk in the corner of the living room. “Come join us,” Shehla calls.

			“Thank you, but I’ll eat later,” I tell her, retreating to the bathroom upstairs to splash water on my red flustered face and get changed for the day.

			By the time I come back down, Shehla’s bags are already at the front door. It’s as if she wants to be efficient about leaving before she can change her mind. Despite the rush, Shehla keeps a smile on her face as if she’s just heading into the city for a change of scenery and not for a surgical procedure to remove a large portion of her left breast. Mel and Ciji head upstairs to get ready, leaving Shehla and me lingering by the door.

			Shehla will be driving with Mel, leaving her car for me to use in an emergency. I didn’t explain to her that I don’t drive. Not now, not ever. Luckily, Ciji will be catching a school bus to class and the general store is easily reachable with a longer walk or shorter kayak across the bay.

			My aunt touches my arm as I reach for one of her suitcases to take to the car. She pulls me back into the kitchen. “Thank you so much again for helping with Ciji.” She pauses. “I wanted to chat with you about her.”

			“Mom mentioned she’s having a hard time with math?”

			“Yes,” Shehla says. “But that’s only the start. Ever since we moved here, she’s been off. Angry, even, but it doesn’t seem directed at me. I thought we’d have a fresh start here, but she seems set on stirring up trouble.”

			“Has her dad been able to talk to her at all?” All I remember from my brief interactions with Amir Uncle is a slick comb-over, a harsh laugh and the overpowering smell of Ralph Lauren cologne.

			“Amir hasn’t been back to visit this year. But he keeps wanting to throw evidence at the court that I’m unsuitable. If she doesn’t finish this math course, she’ll be behind and maybe that’ll be enough for the judges to decide she shouldn’t stay with me. In any case, I don’t want my health to interfere with her future.”

			There are so many burdens on my aunt that I impulsively reach out to squeeze her shoulder. “Don’t worry, Auntie. I’ll be here. She’ll be fine.”

			Ciji stomps down the stairs. Her eyes are red-rimmed, but she pastes a smile on her face. “All packed, Mom?”

			Shehla nods. “Just a few last things.” She puts her arm around her daughter, drawing her away for a private conversation.

			From the kitchen, I hear Mel shuffling around upstairs. Probably packing. When I passed by her room on my way down, her clothes were strewn everywhere, even though we’ve only been at the cottage a day.

			Ever since last evening, there’s been tension between my sister and me. I want to go up to talk to her before she goes, but my plans are derailed when I spot a willowy woman with blond-streaked hair coming up the edge of our gravel driveway, her facial expression unreadable. I step outside, and the gentle breeze rustling the trees is intermittently overshadowed by the buzz of Wes’s lawnmower.

			I take a breath, steeling myself, and approach Ms. Forest. I have to get this over with. She has every right to be aloof, to make this encounter as hard as possible.

			“Hi, Ms. Forest,” I say, lifting my arm for a handshake, but she bypasses me to give me a tight hug. Cinnamon and vanilla waft over me, and I’m brought back to the memories of her baking and the warm apple pies that would be waiting for us when we’d return from a day on the water. The tension in my neck dissipates. I always felt safe with Ms. Forest. Safe in her home too.

			“Lia,” she exclaims. “It’s so nice to see you again, dear. Look at you!”

			I’m not sure how to answer this woman who was a fixture in my life growing up. Is she not upset that I disappeared? That Wes and I fell apart? But her smile is bright and I can’t help but smile back.

			“It’s been awhile. I guess time passed me by,” I say. There’s a pause; Ms. Forest and I don’t know how to navigate the space. All I can do is take in the grey that now blends in with her light hair and the creases the decade has left in her cheeks.

			“How’s that big-shot lawyer life?” Ms. Forest asks.

			“Oh, it’s good. You know, another deal, another dollar,” I say and immediately cringe. “How have you been?”

			“Happy it’s summer.” Her laughter is a chime. “Happier that Wesley is home for it.”

			Her son appears over her shoulder but I’m the first one to notice him. I involuntarily drink in every nuance of him like I’ve been in a desert.

			“Hey, Lia,” he says casually, as if it’s a decade ago and it’s another summer day filled with carefree thoughts and dreams of ice cream and afternoon naps. I’m not sure where to look so I settle at his chest.

			I can’t help but notice that the fabric of his threadbare T-shirt is moulded to him in a way that outlines his shoulders. He takes a step forward, wrapping a golden arm around his mother’s shoulders.

			I swallow, yanking my gaze away from him. And then he smiles, eyes lightening to clear skies, and I have to remind myself that this is not the boy I used to love.

			Keeping my eyes on the looming pine tree in our front yard, I squeeze my hands tight, let my fingernails cut into the flesh of my palm. Pavlovian therapy.

			“Hi, Wesley,” I say curtly. His invitation to be a good neighbour feels dangerous. I can’t crack open that door because he’ll have an onslaught of questions that will barrel me over. It’s better to keep my back up against it.

			Wes’s grin turns into a smirk that I feel all the way to my toes. “Wesley? You haven’t called me that ever.”

			“I’m sure I have,” I mutter, avoiding his gaze.

			“Alright, Lia,” he says, his expression dancing with levity. “You can call me Wesley, the barbecue conqueror, if you insist.”

			He gets a startled laugh out of me, my eyes meeting his, and forces my expression into a mask of indifference. Our past is behind us now.

			Liar, liar, my heart beats.

			“So, how are you finding being back up here?” Wes asks. “How long has it been since you’ve last been up?” The question isn’t innocent. There’s a downward slant to his eyebrows, as if he’s carefully unravelling a tight knot in a delicate chain.

			“It’s been awhile. I’ve been busy.” It’s a half answer.

			“She’s a lawyer,” Ms. Forest tells her son proudly, as if she’s genuinely happy for my achievements.

			“I know,” he tells his mother. His head tilts to the side as he processes my non-answer. “You haven’t driven up even for a weekend?”

			“I’m not the biggest fan of driving,” I admit. “Why do you ask?”

			“I was wondering if there was a weekend you were here and I missed seeing you.” Wes’s eyes widen earnestly.

			The idea of him looking for me sits uneasily in my chest. “No. I haven’t been back. We rented the cottage out.”

			“You could have stayed with us,” Wes murmurs.

			I let out a scoff, but the screen door slams before I have a chance to answer. Mel hauls the luggage outside to the car, while Shehla walks towards us.

			“Oh, Sharon,” Shehla says to Ms. Forest. “Thank you so much for everything.” Shehla and Ms. Forest chat until the door slams again and Ciji slowly wanders to us. Her slim shoulders are held upright, but she’s chewing her lower lip. There’s a riddle here I need to solve.

			Wes gives me an understanding smile. It’s not fair of him to be so perceptive, not when I can’t tell what’s going on behind his tanned face anymore.

			Returning from the car, Mel grabs Ciji when she’s an arm’s distance away, ruffling her hair. “It was good to see you, squirt.”

			Ciji protests, drawing back, looking up at Wes through her eyelashes.

			“Hey, Ciji.” He casually smiles at her in greeting. Ciji promptly turns red. I cough to hide my laugh; if I’d met adult Wes in the throes of pubescence, I would also be speechless.

			“Alright, beta,” Shehla tells her daughter. “You be good for Lia, you hear? Work hard and this summer will be over before you know it.”

			Ciji nods as her mother gives her one last hug. “Don’t worry, Mom.” Her big smile doesn’t meet her puffy eyes.

			Shehla smiles back and then, like ripping off a Band-Aid, she’s in Mel’s car and they pull out with a quick wave and a shouted farewell. Loneliness pangs in my chest, and I instinctively look at the steadiness of Wes’s shoulder. I should want him gone, but somehow, his presence still reassures me.

			As soon as they’re out of sight, Ciji bolts back towards the house and I briefly glimpse her scrunched expression. Worry courses through me. I turn to follow her. “Ciji, wait!”

			She pauses, turning to me with eyes tinged with desperation. “What do you want?”

			I search for the right words to say. “Let’s go for a walk. We can talk, catch up.” What she needs is to not be alone right now, stuck in her own head.

			“Why would I want to go anywhere with you?” she shoots back, arms crossed.

			“Because I care about your mom too, and I’m going to be here with you. We could take out the boat together, distract ourselves?” I reach out my hand to place it on her shoulder, but she shrugs me off.

			“No.” The front door swings closed behind her. I stop, unsure what to do next. The lack of coffee amplifies the emotional strain of the day, and a rubber band squeezes around my temples.

			This is already not going well. Feeling Ms. Forest’s and Wes’s eyes on me, I bite my lip. “I’ll give her space?” I try to say it confidently, but it comes out like a question.

			The way Ciji flipped from daughter holding it together to angry child has thrown me off. This is far from the briefs I read and draft: dry, convoluted things that need an analytical eye and emotional detachment. I don’t know if I can be what she needs.

			“Give her some time,” Ms. Forest says with an understanding smile. “It’s hard, those teenage years. She’s dealing with a lot.”

			“Right.” My forehead pulses, and I press my fingers to my temple, feeling the warning signs of a migraine; they’ve plagued me for the last ten years.

			Wes notes my posture. “Everything okay?” The way he leans over me is too familiar, and I shy away.

			“Yeah, I’m fine.” I paste a wan smile on my lips as I turn to go. “See you later.”
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			Ciji’s locked herself in her room, angsty music pouring out that exacerbates the throbbing in my head. I’m tempted to knock on her door and ask her to turn it down, but if this angry beat helps her, I don’t want to be the one to take it away.

			After riffling in my bag and finding that I forgot my migraine medicine at home, I grab some Tylenol from the bathroom and brew coffee to wash it down. The tension in my forehead eased, I pull out my phone.

			
				Hassan: Seems like it must be busy up there at the cottage? How are things?

			

			Shoot, in the thrall of everything, I’d forgotten to text him back.

			
				Lia: So sorry! It’s been more hectic than I expected…Family stuff, you know

				Hassan: Oh yes. I get that. You love ’em, but they don’t always get it

				Lia: Yeah, it’s just a lot

				Hassan: Want to talk about it? I know you have it handled

				Lia: I’m okay, it’s all good! But appreciate you thinking of me. How are you?

			

			An hour passes amid work interspersed with text banter but, somehow, the fact that Hassan is the only person I have to turn to right now makes me feel more alone, instead of relaxing the tightness in my lungs. My sister and aunt are still on the road. While there are work emails I could answer, I call Norah instead.

			“I need to vent, and I need you not to tell my sister,” I say when she picks up. There’s commotion from her end, faint clanging and laughter that’s typical of when she visits her brother.

			“Give me a second,” she replies.

			“Is it a bad day? Never mind, we don’t have to chat right now.”

			“It’s a good day, he got a new set of Legos. It’s a good kind of loud.” The din behind Norah quiets. “So, what’s going on?”

			I start to tell her that I’m frustrated with Mel for not giving me a heads-up about Wes, but Norah interrupts me.

			“Look,” Norah says, “I hear you. I want to be there for you, but I can’t take sides.”

			“You’re right, you’re right,” I say. Tears bite my eyes and I fight them back. After high school, I’d had a hard time opening up to anyone, until I met Norah during law school. Norah was the person I used to tell almost everything to, at least before she and my sister got together. While I’m happy for them, I’ve felt so much more alone since I lost my main confidante. I force myself to change the topic. “I’m not sure what to do with Ciji. I feel like she’s hurting but I don’t know how to help.”

			“She’s your baby cousin. You just need to be there for her.”

			I pinch my fingers over my nose and take in a heavy breath. “Yeah, sure. Did Mel mention Wes was going to be her tutor?”

			Norah inhales sharply. “Yes, she did.”

			“And you didn’t warn me either?” I try to hide the betrayal coursing through me. After a night out with too much sangria in law school, I’d confided in Norah that I couldn’t risk falling in love again, not when loving Wes crushed me. And after she vowed secrecy, I cried and told her why and begged her to never tell anyone. I never told Mel, out of shame and fear of who she might tell.

			“In my defence, I haven’t told her your secret either,” Norah promises, the reluctance in her voice thick. “Listen, if you really can’t handle it there, say the word and I’ll talk to Mel.”

			What would she even say to her? I pace around the living room looking out the window where the sun has crept higher in the sky.

			“It’s fine,” I lie. “You should get back to your brother. Give Mel my love when she gets back.”

			“Sure,” she says skeptically, but I’m already hanging up on her and pulling out my neglected emails.

			
				From: EleanorCarter@goldwright.ca

				To: LiaJuma@goldwright.ca

				Lia,

				I need to see a draft of the stakeholder agreement for Brittle by tonight.

				Eleanor

			

			I don’t know why I thought working on holiday would be any different. It’s been years of this, constant calls and texts from partners expecting me to jump, cartwheel and hopscotch at their demand.

			
				From: EleanorCarter@goldwright.ca

				To: LiaJuma@goldwright.ca

				Before midnight please.

				Eleanor

			

			It’s cartwheel time. At least she said please. Resigned, I spend the rest of the morning flipping through paperwork and drafting. The pounding of Ciji’s music fades, but she doesn’t emerge from her room, not even when I knock on her door to offer lunch. By the time evening arrives, I have a skeleton of a stakeholder agreement. With relief, I click send and shut down my laptop.

			When the screen goes black, I get up, my back cracking. As I pace, it’s harder and harder to keep my past distant. The same scuffed grey fabric couches we sat on as a family clutter the living room. My dad’s old oak desk is tucked against the corner with a worn leather office chair. My family was never big on staged photographs, but all through the mantelpiece there are old candid photos, developed en masse for a discount at Walmart. If I stare at them too long, my eyes pinch and my chest constricts.

			I blink, pushing myself back into the present. I’m hungry and Ciji must be starving. Though I know she’s old enough to forage for food, I stride to the kitchen. Even I can’t mess up a sandwich. Meat, lettuce, onions, tomatoes, bread and condiments. It seems like a good peace offering.

			With renewed determination, I climb up the painted wood stairs to Mel’s old room, pausing at the door. There is a clear outline where my sister had once taped an Enter at Your Own Risk sign. It’s long gone, but Ciji’s clearly taken the sentiment on board.

			I tap quietly and, when there’s no answer, wait. The one thing I’m not going to do is open the door on her. Growing up, my parents had no sense of privacy, to the point where changing clothes became a lightning-fast endeavour, lest they walk in mid bra removal.

			Ciji’s voice creeps through the door. “Dad, I think that maybe—no. Yes, I’m starting tutoring soon but—”

			I still my hand at the door before I knock again.

			“I thought you’d come visit, maybe make up with Mom—”

			I can almost see her face cracking through the deep brown oak.

			“No, Dad, I don’t want to live with you…I don’t know how sick—”

			Silence and harsh breaths as the person on the phone answers her.

			“Fine,” she says shortly. “Talk to you later, Dad.”

			It would be easier to go back downstairs, but something in the raw hurt emanating from the room keeps me grounded at the door. I have to help her.

			Tentatively I knock again.

			The door swings open. Ciji’s wearing over-the-ear headphones, one ear uncovered. She peers at me through her lowered lashes. “What?”

			“Let’s have dinner.”

			“I’m good,” she says, shoving the door in my face, but I hold it open until she meets my gaze. The shadows under her eyes have grown since the morning.

			My instinct is to insist, the way my parents did. She needs to be out of the room. But the way she’s looking at me with despair swimming in her eyes makes my voice catch.

			“You have to eat something,” I gently implore.

			“I don’t want to eat with you,” Ciji stares, defiant, as if she’s waiting for me to drag her out of her room so she can kick and scream and let everything and anything she’s been feeling out.

			I gather my breath. “I made sandwiches. They’re downstairs.”

			“Great,” she says. “Now can you leave me alone?”

			Helplessness makes my throat close. I can’t force her to confide in me. “Suit yourself,” I say. “I’ll be in my room. Knock if you need me.”

			“I won’t.” Though her voice rings triumphant, her expression shuts down further, like this win has only been another defeat. Before I can say more, the door closes in my face. I creep away to the sound of sobbing locked behind the solid oak.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 8
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			13 YEARS AGO

			August

			I forced myself to forget that searing moment where Wes and I had been pressed up against each other. We had a silent agreement to brush it under the rug for the rest of summer. Things were basically back to normal. The only difference was that whenever my voice trailed off, there was a heavy undercurrent to the silence.

			So, every day out on the lake, I kept talking and talking. I had been droning on for thirty minutes about the merits of pie over cake when we docked the pedal boat at Secret Island for lunch. As we climbed up through the wildflowers and long grass, I asked, “Well, should we practice math?” I’d also been insisting our lunchtimes were dedicated to practice.

			Wes shook his head. “How about we relax and study? Let’s just hang out.” I wanted to argue, but how could I? He’d spent the whole morning listening to me.

			Our conversation flowed as we settled in on a throw blanket on the ground, Wes catching me up on the latest books he’d been reading and his worries about how the next school year would go.

			Finally, as we finished our roast beef sandwiches, I gathered the courage to ask, “I don’t get why you’re failing math. You seem pretty good at it and the rest of your classes sound like they went okay. What happened?”

			“It was stupid,” Wes said, neck flushed. “I started hanging out with Jake and Andrea after we met in homeroom. Anyway, we skipped math a bunch to go to the convenience store for snacks and stuff together. At first it was fine, but then I began messing up my quizzes and it was too late to make them up.”

			“Your teacher didn’t notice?” I asked. I’d never skipped class. In fact, my parents made me go to school even when I was sick.

			“Maybe.” He shrugged, averting his eyes. “Up here, they don’t really seem to care if we fall behind. No one has expectations about our futures.”

			I bristled at this. “You can have whatever future you want,” I said adamantly.

			He looked down, not meeting my eyes. “But what if I can’t get into university? Then I’ll be stuck up here. My dad will be right about everything. He never liked Wiarton. Thought that the people here were losers.”

			“There’s nothing wrong with Wiarton. It has the best people.” Best person, I willed him to hear. His lips turned upward, dimples returning to his cheeks. “But I hear you. We’ll put in the work. And then we’ll be able to go wherever we want,” I continued. That’s what I’d always been told. Work hard and you’ll reap the rewards.

			So we did. We worked and worked all summer long until Wes was more than caught up and my voice was constantly raspy from overuse. I realized that I was lucky. People expecting good things of me was a gift and I wanted to give that back to Wes.

			Wes came up with the idea to invite his friends over for an end-of-summer hangout. As we hadn’t met yet, it came with the side purpose of having an unfamiliar audience listen to me orate.

			The idea made my knees shake, but I couldn’t think of a good enough excuse to shut it down. I agreed with one condition: Wes had to take a final math test where Mel played invigilator. Of course, he aced it. When we scored it and he’d gotten a solid 90 percent, he swept me up against him in triumph. I pressed my head into his chest as I lingered in the summer smell of his skin.

			Despite days of preparation, when the big day arrived and the promise of me sweating and shaking in front of an audience was suddenly real, I regretted agreeing to it. It was one thing to make a fool of myself in front of Wes, it was another to bring in these unknown faces. They’d be able to spell out to Wes exactly how uncool I was. And then we’d leave for the rest of the year tomorrow. There would be no redemption for me.

			By the time we entered the Forests’ house, I was tired, clammy and ready to run home to hide forever. I turned to my sister to ask if we could leave. But before I could get my words out, there was a rap on the door. I was stuck.

			Wes opened the door to reveal a boy around his height with deep green eyes and a mischievous smile. Following Jake was his sister, a few inches taller than me and the kind of straight blond hair you couldn’t bottle. Both were dressed in cut-off shorts and T-shirts. Andrea’s neckline was a deep V that would have had my mother shrieking and wrapping shawls around me.

			My sister sighed, looping her arm into my frozen one. “They can’t be that scary,” she whispered.

			“I know,” I said, forcing a smile on my face.

			After we’d said our hellos, the group headed to the basement. I half expected Wes to sit next to his other guests, but he plunked down next to me on the sofa. Andrea’s gaze flicked briefly between me and Wes before she sat next to her brother on the loveseat.

			Jake leaned towards us with a friendly smile. “So, you two are the reason that we didn’t see Wes all summer.”

			“How do they even know Wes again?” Andrea tapped her nose contemplatively. “I can’t remember him mentioning them.”

			Wes looked at Andrea as if she’d grown a second head. Jake’s eyebrows mashed together quizzically. “What are you talking about? They’re his neighbours; he won’t shut up about them.”

			Andrea shot him a glare before turning to us with an artificial smile. She flicked her hair so it flowed down towards the low cut of her T-shirt. My thick hair felt even coarser, more knotted, and my body more awkward and diminutive next to her statuesque height. I was tempted to tell Andrea that I also had barely heard about her, but my stomach sank the longer I looked at her. It was clear that Wes hadn’t mentioned her to me because there was no comparison between us. Andrea, perfect and comfortable in her skin, and me, decidedly not.

			“We’re just super fun,” Mel said, from her position next to me on the couch, and then tilted her head to the side, examining Andrea. “Actually, I feel like I recognize you.”

			“Wait a second, you’re the girl doing the readings for the kids,” Andrea said, her grin warming from arctic to genuine. “I volunteer at the library too!”

			“What are the chances?” Jake asked.

			Wes raised a brow. “It’s a small town. Chances are high. Everyone is at the library.”

			“Yeah, and you love books too. You could have volunteered with me,” Andrea said, a flash of hurt in her eyes.

			“Andy,” Wes said patiently. “You know I needed to work and catch up on math this summer.” Her stare was incredulous, and his replying smile was teasing. “Besides, I’m going to be spending all day every day with you when school starts. Didn’t want you to get sick of me.”

			“Fat chance of that.” She laughed, mollified.

			Jealousy was a sharp bite in my throat. Even though my school days were a blur of classes, studying and mosque, I always looked forward to the evenings when Wes and I would message. I told him everything. But he’d barely told me about Andrea and Jake, and their familiarity made me feel left out.

			Andrea’s eyes narrowed when they shifted towards me. “So, what have you been getting up to with Wes over the summer?”

			I carefully adjusted on the seat, shifting a smidge closer to my sister. “We studied together. He helped me with debate stuff and I helped him with math,” I said, finding my voice.

			The tension in Andrea’s body melted away. “Oh,” she said. “Wesley’s that kind of guy. Did you know he sometimes cooks dinner for his mom?”

			I did know, but I shook my head. After that, Andrea seemed a modicum more friendly, since it was clear I was no threat. I was who I always was, the quiet girl in the back of the classroom who people only spoke to when they needed help.

			“Actually, before we go grab some food, can Lia present? I said we’d help her with that,” Wes said. He was at ease with them, his hands casually tucked in his pockets. Meanwhile, my shoulders were tight, pressed up against my ears. This audience would not be fun. Wes handed a list of topics to Jake, who leaned back and shared with Andrea.

			Her lips quirked with humour. “Do you eat pork?”

			Mel shrugged while I said no.

			“Alright, the topic for today is why pepperoni is the best topping on pizza. You may begin,” Andrea said.

			Of course, she’d picked a topic she thought I knew nothing about. The measuring way Andrea was looking at me made me set my shoulders back. I could do this. Even if she didn’t think so.

			“Thank you for allowing me to speak today. I will discuss why pepperoni is the best pizza topping. The reasons are threefold. One: the aesthetics; two: the cultural significance; and three: the taste.” When my voice wobbled, Wes pressed his leg against mine reassuringly, as if he was trying to remind me he was on my team.

			Andrea lifted a dune-coloured brow, dropping her gaze to her cellphone. She probably didn’t intend to make it easier for me, but my momentum picked up, since she wasn’t listening.

			While we didn’t eat pork, I was well aware that pepperoni was the topping of everyone’s dreams. So many times people had tried to convince me to eat just a slice. I knew the arguments well and I sold it in a rush of competitive glory. “In conclusion, pepperoni is indisputably the best pizza topping.” I looked around the room. Everyone except Andrea was rapt. I had successfully made my case. “Thank you for listening.”

			Jake clapped loudly. “Go, pepperoni!”

			“Great job.” My sister whistled.

			Triumph coursed through me when Andrea said, arms crossed tightly, “I suppose you made your point.”

			But the best congratulations were Wes’s big smile and the warmth it brought to my insides.

			After retrieving snacks from upstairs, we decided to watch a movie. Andrea, Mel and I outnumbered the boys, and found common ground in picking Mean Girls.

			The basement was chilly, and when Wes noticed my goosebumps, he draped a large throw blanket over the two of us. I used body heat as an excuse to let the length of my leg and shoulder press against his. At first, his body was tense next to mine, and then, as the movie progressed, he slowly melted towards me. I almost jumped when his fingers brushed against my thigh.

			“LOL,” he wrote on my skin as everyone laughed at the movie. My nerve endings sparked where his fingers danced against my skin. When I peered up at him, his eyes gleamed. I stuck my tongue out at him in response. He left his hand on my leg, the heat sinking through. I was too shy to put my hand on his thigh, but tentatively, I grazed the back of his hand with the tips of my fingers. He let out a sharp exhale, bringing us palm to palm and linking our fingers together.

			“I have to use the washroom,” Andrea announced, standing up. “Can we pause?”

			Andrea flipped the lights on. Swiftly, Wes and I untangled our hands, mine reluctant to let go. Once Andrea headed upstairs, Mel turned to Wes immediately. “So? Do you like her?”

			Wes’s whole face flooded with blood. “What? What do you mean?”

			Mel rolled her eyes. “You know what I mean.”

			I’d never seen him look so guilty. His eyes swung to mine and then to the door Andrea had passed through. I avoided his gaze as my head rushed hot and then cold. We’d been holding hands but he liked Andrea.

			“No talking about dating my sister when I’m in the room,” Jake joked.

			“Fine,” Mel said. “She’s cute, though. I’d date her. Except my parents would freak out if I dated a girl.” Mel had told me in a hushed secret that she felt she was bisexual, but as far as I knew, she hadn’t told anyone else. I searched Jake’s and Wes’s reactions, hopeful that Mel’s trial balloon would have a soft landing.

			Wes sat up straight, looking between Mel and me. “Really? But you live in the city. Isn’t everything more open there?”

			I lifted one shoulder in a half shrug. “Our parents are more traditional.”

			“Does that bother you, Mel?” Wes asked, considering my sister carefully. I let out a heavy breath, relieved that he was concerned about her feelings more than anything else.

			“Kind of, but it doesn’t mean I won’t date someone that our parents don’t approve of.” Her expression lightened. “If they’re worth the risk, why not?”

			Jake leaned back against the plush armchair. “Fair enough. But seriously, Wes, man. Andrea would say yes if you did want to ask her out.”

			Wes fiddled his thumbs. “I don’t have time to date anyone right now. Grade ten is going to be busy.”

			A wave of relief washed over me, but I couldn’t forget that he hadn’t denied liking Andrea. A pit grew in my stomach. Maybe I’d held my own against Andrea today, but soon, I’d be out of sight. And even with his best intentions, I’d be out of Wes’s mind. He wasn’t the quiet boy I’d first met, grieving and cursing the move to Wiarton. Wes was amazing. If it wasn’t Andrea, some other girl here would see it.

			After Andrea returned, Wes gave me a crooked smile as he turned the movie back on. I couldn’t help but smile back, my grin growing bigger when he grabbed my hand again tight, the squeeze going straight to my heart. It was too late to stop myself from falling in love with him.
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				Andrea and Jake’s mother came to pick them up shortly after the movie ended. When Wes saw them out, I immediately missed his hand on mine. I wished summer could last forever, but this time tomorrow, we’d be unpacking our bags in Toronto. The acrid taste of jealousy filled my mouth as I thought of him forgetting about me, disappearing and spending all his time with his new friends.

			At least he still suggested I take another tote of books back to Toronto to read over the school year. Afterwards, Wes insisted on walking home with us and carrying my bag. Even though it was barely dark out, we let him. We were delaying our goodbyes by an extra few minutes.

			“Why don’t you come visit us this year?” Mel suggested. “Doesn’t your dad live in Toronto?”

			Wes’s voice faltered. “Yeah, but I don’t really talk to him much.”

			“Why not? Use him for housing,” Mel pressed. She had a good point. If we were important enough, he’d find a way to come down.

			“We’ll see,” he said. That was Wes-speak for I can’t. He looked at my sister. “Can I speak to Lia for a second?”

			When Mel nodded, he drew me away, under the large willow tree that draped at the edge of his backyard. In the dark, the moon reflected over the bay in an oblong shape, ripples coursing through it. The stars glimmered. I’d miss this. We never saw the stars in the city.

			“You know I would come visit if I could,” he said softly, looking down at me as he placed the tote bag on the ground. His hair was rumpled from leaning against the couch, and I suppressed the urge to smooth it. “But why don’t you visit me instead? You guys could stay with us if you’re renting out the cottage,” he insisted, then bit down on his lip. “I don’t want to not see you again until next year.”

			My heart leapt to my throat. My parents tolerated Wes as a friend during the summer because there were no other options, but bringing him into our real lives would make them pause. I stared down, feet blending into the dirt in the dark. “My parents won’t want to drive up in the winter. Especially not to visit someone like…never mind…” I stopped, not knowing how to continue.

			“Someone like me,” he said. His eyes were grey in the moonlight.

			“I don’t mean it like that,” I tried to explain. “My parents can be kind of weird about who we hang out with. They sometimes don’t like it when I hang out with you here.”

			Wes exhaled, frustrated. “But why?”

			“I don’t know, Wes.” The wind blew against the leaves, raising goosebumps on my arms. I didn’t want to hurt him. He was the best friend I’d ever have. I wished my parents could see that too. “They don’t make any sense, okay? You’re amazing.” He studied me, and I forced myself to meet his eyes instead of staring past him into the night sky. When I shivered, his hands came to my shoulders, holding me closer to him. I was so aware of the millimetres of air separating us. This was the last time we’d be close for almost a year.

			Wes pressed me to his chest. I was washed in the scent of fading summer and clean detergent. “I guess we’ll have to settle for messaging, then.”

			I hummed in reply and he pulled back to examine my expression. His face scrunched as he searched for words. “I wish you were here all the time.” He laughed roughly. “Or if I’m wishing for things, I wish that we were both somewhere else together.”

			“It won’t always be like this,” I vowed. “One day, we’ll be able to do whatever we want. Including never doing math again if we don’t want to.” I tried to coax a smile from him, but his eyes shuttered.

			“Yeah,” he said, the word heavy, like he didn’t believe it. His hands slipped from my shoulders, but I impulsively leaned forward and kissed his cheek. His skin was somehow both soft and rough on my lips in a way that made them tingle. He swallowed, stepping away. Maybe I had misread Wes and pushed for something he didn’t want. “I’ll see you next summer, okay?” he murmured, heading back home. I watched him go, taking in a deep breath as I picked up the heavy bag to carry home.

			Mel was waiting for me outside when I returned, understanding dawning on her face. “You like him, don’t you?”

			I swallowed down the lump in my throat. “Of course I do. We’re friends.”

			“I shouldn’t have teased him about Andrea,” Mel said. “I kind of guessed you liked him, but I didn’t realize how much. Like, we’re only here for the summer. He can’t really be a real crush, you know.”

			“It’s fine,” I said shortly. “We’re just friends. He doesn’t like me that way and we live so far away anyway.”

			“But—”

			“Let’s just go freak out Mom about the pepperoni debate.” I opened the door.

			“She’s going to think we ate a pepperoni pizza.” Mel shook her head.

			I laughed. “As if that was the worst thing we could do.”

			After we got a rise out of my mother that eventually dissolved into giggles when she finally understood that there had been no pepperoni fed to us, I went to bed.

			I flicked my lights on and off early that night and got an answering flicker from Wes. Even though the night was calm and the birds quiet, I couldn’t sleep. Instead, I stared out my window until the dawn peeked through, wishing we weren’t leaving.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 9
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			PRESENT DAY

			July

			After the long weekend, it’s Ciji’s first day at summer school. Before she runs out the door for her bus, she gives me a tight hello. That and the plate left in the sink covered in crumbs give me optimism that today will be a better day. I even managed to get a decent sleep, aside from dreams of climbing up and down a tower in a panic searching for something I couldn’t find. My fingers itch to message Mel or Norah, but everything feels off-centre with them. Not for the first time, I regret falling out of touch with my undergrad circle. At least Hassan will be happy to hear from me.

			
				Lia: I can’t believe it’s Tuesday already. Long weekends just fly by eh

				Hassan: Lol seriously. Wouldn’t be so bad if I got to see you in the office though ;)

				Lia: How was your weekend?

				Hassan: My mom dragged me to mosque under the pretense of some event. As if introducing me to all the single women wasn’t her plan all along. I was standing there wishing you were with me, TBH. Maybe we can go together when you’re back?

				Lia: LOL That’s what happens every time I go with my mom! Last time, she tried to introduce me to “a lovely middle-aged engineer” who not-so-secretly lives with his male partner. I swear she’s clueless. An auntie had to pull her away…

				Hassan: Don’t even get me started on the aunties!

				Lia: We’ll never get to work if we bring up the grievances with the aunties LOL

			

			Smiling faintly, I brew myself a pot of coffee and glance out the window at the still blue of the bay. As lovely as my usual view of the CN Tower is, working lakeside is a real perk. Maybe I should take advantage of my new office setting. The bay beckons, even though I should be chained in front of my computer poring over the latest gigabyte of paperwork forwarded by Eleanor’s assistant. I grab my mug of coffee and head outside. It’s the kind of day that’s going to be broiling in the afternoon, but the morning is perfect. Warm enough that I’ll be comfortable outside in shorts and a tee. I amble down the dock, narrowly avoiding spilling my coffee when an uneven plank of wood catches beneath my toe. I stop for a second, considering.

			Instead of sitting in one of the Muskoka chairs, I slide off my flip-flops and plop down onto the dock, letting my bare feet hang just above the water. I take in a deep breath and release it, letting the sound mix with the light breeze ruffling the trees.

			“We had the same idea.”

			I jolt, splashing coffee over the rim of my cup.

			“Sorry,” Wes calls. He’s sitting on a teal lounge chair on his dock, a well-worn book on the side table and a large mug of coffee the size of my head cradled in his hand. Stubble scratches his cheeks and it looks like a rough night drew blue circles under his eyes, but an amused smile brightens his face.

			“Where did you come from?” I ask, wiping coffee drops from my thighs.

			“I waved but you seemed distracted.”

			“It’s beautiful,” I say, gesturing out to the blue expanse. “I forgot how lovely it is here.”

			“It is,” he says, eyes on me. My cheeks warm, as he continues, “I see you still refuse to dip your foot in the water.”

			“It’s cold,” I protest. He’s giving me that lopsided grin, the same one I’ve lost myself in a thousand times. But on his adult face, it seems out of practice, as if his lips have been so used to turning the other way that they’re confused. I dip a toe in and immediately recoil as ice sinks into my bones. “Damn, you could make a popsicle out of my toe.”

			The guffaw I earn is worth it. “So, are you going to immediately sanitize your foot post contact with the amoebas?”

			I glare at my foot with suspicion, the droplets glinting in the sun, but shake my head. “Maybe an amoeba will enter my brain and do my work for me today.”

			“Sounds like you’re dreaming big.” Wes gets up with his coffee, grabbing his book.

			My stomach falls. I thought I’d broken the ice. “You’re going now?” I can’t help but ask.

			His shoulders are set, as if my question was getting at something more. But then he relaxes. “No. I’m coming over there.” He strolls off his dock with long, loping strides. I sit quietly as he nears me.

			Wes hesitates before he folds himself down next to me. Light glints off the dusting of hair on his legs. My body warms and it’s not because of the coffee I’m holding.

			I swallow. He’s examining me too, the chip in my dusty rose pedicure, the insistent furrow between my eyebrows, the mole on my left collarbone. Blood rises to my skin everywhere his gaze lingers. I shift uncomfortably, as if my skin is revealing too much.

			Impulsively, I pull the book out of his grip. I’m not sure what I expect, but it’s not this. “A Shakespeare collection? Is that what investment bankers read for fun?”

			“No,” he frowns, tugging the book back, but I refuse to let go.

			I quirk my eyebrow. “That’s not an answer.” The pages are well-worn around The Merchant of Venice and Hamlet but there’s a bookmark in Romeo and Juliet. When he doesn’t reply, I backtrack. “Never mind, it’s not my business.”

			He doesn’t like that, his eyes narrowing, and I realize I feel the same. We used to share everything with each other.

			“I left banking,” he says, peeking out at me from behind his coffee mug as if protecting himself from my reaction.

			Wes always wanted to leave Wiarton and never return. He wanted security, money and adventure, and he’d had it all. But now he’s back with a closely shorn head and a grim face, reverently cradling a book straight out of the high school curriculum. “You’re a teacher,” I guess.

			“English and math.” Wes bites back his lopsided smile. “Who would have thought?”

			I would have. His patience as I stumbled over my words, helping me untangle my nerves when I was younger. The responsibility and care that layered his actions. “It suits you,” I say.

			His smile freezes for a moment, as if also remembering. “I’m trying to figure out what play I should teach this year, depending on…” He trails off, as if he didn’t intend to go that far.

			“On what?” I ask.

			He considers before answering. “On which job I take. A school in downtown Toronto offered me a position. But the school here needs a sub. The hours wouldn’t be consistent, but maybe it’s the easier transition, since I just finished my teaching certification.”

			This Wes isn’t the boy I used to know. “Forget easy, which path do you want?”

			He shakes his head tightly, jaw biting down in a non-answer. Avoiding my probing gaze, Wes tilts his head, eyes unfocused. The silence between us is marked by the jitter of crickets, the splash of the waves breaking against the rocks.

			“Anyway, what about you? What are you up to these days?” Wes breaks the quiet.

			“Well, I’m a corporate lawyer so that’s pretty much my entire life,” I say.

			“I know. I also have the powers of Google. Mergers and acquisitions at Gold & Wright.” The way he says it has the hair on the back of my neck sticking up. “Wasn’t that your dad’s firm?”

			“It was,” I say, defensive. “So what?”

			Wes shakes his head. “I just always thought you’d go into family law or something less corporate.”

			“It seemed like the natural path, plus you should have seen how proud my dad was when I got the offer.” He’s searching my face for more, and I find myself continuing. “I did think about family law, though. Honestly, sometimes I still think about it but it’s too late to make a change now.”

			Wes studies me, and I feel the heat rising to my cheeks as he asks, “Because it would be hard for you to let go of your dad’s dreams?”

			I blink, fiddling with a loose thread at the hem of my shorts. The senior partners had no idea who Karim Juma, the thickly accented accountant in the backroom, was. Earning their respect and notice was his ultimate dream, and I’m achieving it for him. “Kind of,” I say. “I’ve made a place for myself there. It wouldn’t make sense to start fresh somewhere else.”

			Sometimes I wish I could ask my dad if he knew what lawyers do, if he understood the life I was living, trying to climb that dangling corporate ladder. If he understood the toll, the long hours, the sleep deprivation. But now he’s gone and I’ll never get his answers.

			“I get it,” Wes says, his smile humourless. “It was hard for me to leave banking. I was at the same company as my father too. He was furious, but I left him and his goddamn legacy high and dry. It was the right choice even if I don’t know where to go from here.” He stares blankly, words hanging in the air. I can’t tell if he’s trying to tell me something or just convincing himself.

			“Why did you leave?” I ask, hand clenched tighter over my cup. “You worked so hard to be there.”

			“I just felt myself becoming emptier as I chased something I didn’t care about anymore.” He tips his head back into the rising sun. “So, tell me something that I can’t learn from LinkedIn.”

			I let out a noncommittal hum and drain my coffee, placing it to the side. This conversation feels like a dance, one step in and two steps out, and I never was very graceful. I rub my eyes blearily. “My life is on LinkedIn,” I simplify.

			“There must be more than that.” He reaches for my arm. “You can talk to me.”

			The heat of his palm is reassuring. I’ve been lonely for a long time. But I know full well he’s not someone to take comfort from. I’m quiet for a moment as I gather the strength to pull away. “Isn’t it too early to get so personal? Let’s just enjoy the morning.”

			“So, you can ask me stuff but I can’t ask you? It goes both ways in a friendship.” Wes threads his fingers through his hair. The familiarity of his gesture and the unfamiliar length of his hair make me feel out of focus.

			“It’s been a decade since we were friends,” I say. I don’t have anything from ten years ago. Not even old dreams.

			“And whose fault was that?” Wes’s throat is raw with old hurt.

			My fault. His fault. Both of us.

			“I don’t know, Wes. A lot happened.” My sigh comes from my bones.

			“Like what?”

			Silence looms between us, like the grey clouds before torrential rain.

			“I didn’t mean—” he mumbles, rushing as I start to shift away. “Listen, it’s weird being back home. I could use a friend.”

			The ache in his voice stops me.

			“And I think you could too,” he continues. The words ripple into my chest, a stone skipping on the sheen of the lake.

			“I wish I could be your friend,” I say honestly. “But—I can’t. I can’t go back in time.”

			Stillness, except for the occasional honk of a goose. If we’re playing the silent game, I’ll win.

			“So,” Wes relents, a storm shifting through his eyes. “Update me on the last decade so we can know each other again. Maybe we can be new friends, if we can’t be old ones.” My face remains impassive. “How about a game, to make it easier?” he asks. “Truth or Dare?”

			“Dare,” I answer, tilting my head in challenge. “Are you going to make me jump into the lake?”

			His eyes search me. “I dare you to tell me a truth about yourself. Tell me something I can’t find on Google. Or you can cannonball into the water, if that’s really what you want.”

			He’s pushing for more familiarity, taking the weight off our reunion with this adolescent game. I could refuse to play, but that would be a mark on our interactions the rest of the summer.

			Jumping into the water is out of the question; I do not have time to shower again before work. “I have a tattoo,” I admit. He doesn’t need to know of what.

			His laughter rings through me, his delight fizzing in my chest. “Really? Where is it?”

			“It’s not visible,” I say, throat dry as his eyes dip to my bare skin. But it’s my turn now. “Truth or Dare?”

			“Truth.”

			Infinite questions flick through my mind, all potential minefields. “I can’t think of what to ask you,” I admit, heart galloping. “Tell me something about you that I wouldn’t expect.” I shock myself by going deep but he’s already nodding, eyes serene like the surface of a calm lake.

			“You know how I used to want to travel the world? Well, turns out I hate it. At least when it’s for work. Everywhere had the same white walls, the same glass towers.” I feel myself leaning forward as he continues. “After coming back to Pike Bay, I realized that maybe I didn’t belong in the city but I might not fit in here either. Maybe I’m lost.”

			I look down, searching for something to lighten the mood. Before I can stop myself, I’m tugging at his left wrist. “You still have your old watch?” There it is, his infamous Casio. A high school relic.

			“Yeah, I have a bunch of watches for work but this one is still my favourite,” he says. He smiles tightly.

			A cloud drifts over us, shadowing our skin before passing. I’m still touching him. Tension bands his arm, but the rest of him is so still, as if he’s scared to spook me. As the sunlight streams onto my face, I admit something I haven’t said aloud, something I haven’t even allowed myself to think. “I feel lost a lot of the time, like I have no idea where I’m going or why,” I say. “So I get why it would be hard to leave home or even harder to return to one that doesn’t fit right.”

			I let go of his wrist, but the air between us softens as Wes looks fondly back down at me. He was right, we still know each other. The thought is disconcerting.

			My cellphone buzzes in my pocket, rescuing me before I say too much. I stand. “I have to get to work.”
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			I barely make it in time for my meeting. Eleanor wants me to verify the due diligence completed by one of the articling students she claims is incompetent and draft new shareholder documents. The carrot of making partner one day dangles in front of me to make me run, so run I will.

			“I expect swift progress and dedication,” Eleanor says. “We only have a few days left before we hit final deadlines.”

			I nod, trying to exude professionalism as I click off the call. My mind immediately drifts back to my time on the dock with Wes. Why does he want our friendship back? Do I want that too? I’m distracted when my phone shrieks. When I answer, I pace to the window, staring out at the draping trees, the sunlight so much brighter and more welcoming than the incandescent lamp above my desk.

			“Mom?” I ask. Annoyance and anxiety war with each other whenever she calls. “Is everything okay? How is Shehla?”

			“The presurgical consult is in an hour,” my mother says. “We are praying hard.”

			“It’ll be okay.” I pace back and forth across the dark wooden floors.

			“Beta, we are getting so old,” she replies. “Too many problems, one after another. We need something to look forward to.”

			“We could plan a trip,” I suggest. “Maybe, once I make junior partner, we should go to Africa, do a safari or something? As long as things with Shehla Auntie are going okay.”

			My mother lets out a hefty gust. “You children these days. What is the point of travel at my age? I am only in this world now to wait for my grandchildren.”

			Irritation tightens my jaw. It’s always this, always the one thing I’m not yet in a position to do. “Well, Mom, Mel is in a serious relationship, why don’t you talk to her about this?”

			“Phaw,” my mother says. “Maybe she will, but will the child even be a Juma? But you, Lia, have so much potential. Please, let us set you up. It would be a good distraction for all of us from all of the hardship. You would be giving us something to hope for.”

			The pressure is always on me. Mel is the one who’s always wanted to be a mother. And yet my mom can’t seem to accept that she’s bisexual. That once my sister comes home with a grandchild, it won’t matter if the child doesn’t carry the Juma genes. But dynasty is what my parents always wanted.

			“I don’t see why you’re being resistant,” my mother says. “You’re almost thirty now. Soon, no reasonable man will even look at you. Already all the doctors and lawyers your age are taken. I spend all night praying and worrying about you.”

			The guilt that I’m doing everything wrong claws at my stomach. “I’m seeing someone,” I blurt out, immediately wishing the words back into my throat.

			“What type are they?” she asks.

			I thunk my head into the wall. “A lawyer.”

			“You know that is not what I meant.”

			“He’s like us,” I say. Before she can ask me any more details, I remind her, “You better get ready for Shehla’s appointment. You don’t want to be late.”

			“Yes, you’re right. Love you, beta. Make us proud.”

			“Love you too,” I say faintly.

			As soon as I get off the phone, I text Hassan:

			
				Lia: Are you free to chat this afternoon?
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			13 YEARS AGO

			December

			
				Lia: I am almost done with Romancing Mr. Bridgerton

				Wes: The pining is painful

				Lia: Why did you pick this one?

				Wes: No reason. Just thought it was a classic

				Lia: Oh Wes, I beseech thee! I pine for you!

				Lia: JK lol

				Next day

				Lia: Hey you alive?

				Lia: What are you doing for Xmas and NYE?

				Wes: Going to a party with Andrea

				Lia: Cool. And Jake?

			

			Grade ten was the year I finally felt like I was becoming myself, at least when I was away from my parents’ hawkish eyes. My father was working constantly, having been promoted to accounting manager at Gold & Wright. Meanwhile, my mother was relieved that Mel and I were on track to finish high school with shiny grades and get into good universities. She finally went back to work bookkeeping part-time, leaving us to decide if we wanted juice boxes with our lunch or not. On the days that she didn’t work, my mom went to Shehla Auntie’s to help with our toddler cousin, Ciji. We all loved little Ciji—my mother especially so. She was yet another beacon of hope for our family’s future, as our parents said.

			With Mel and me on track academically and Shehla’s progeny to shape, my mother relaxed, finally allowing me to choose my own clothes and even wear tinted ChapStick. On the day of my first debate competition of the year, my mother granted me hair straightener privileges. Maybe it was in my head, but with my frizzy dark hair tamed, I no longer felt the overwhelming desire to fade into the wallpaper. I was finally fitting in with the kids at school.

			I even felt like I was doing okay socially. Zainab, Billy and I were the best on our debate team. Billy was Korean with a sharp wit and cute smile. Often that smile would land on me and I loved the validation. Finally there was a steady stream of invitations to birthday parties, to the mall and the skating rink. And since my dad often worked late on weekdays, my mother would let me go without too many questions.

			But even with all that, the time I looked forward to the most was messaging Wes in the evenings. The adrenaline rush of potentially getting caught by my parents was dwarfed by the thrill I got seeing Wes’s name in a bubble pop up on my screen.

			Zainab liked to tease me about my secret boyfriend, but when I got mad at her, she laughed. “Of course you’d never have a secret boyfriend,” she said. “You’re too much of a goody-goody for that, anyway.”

			I played it off but she was right. My parents saw me as their golden child. While my year had been mostly smooth sailing, my sister’s had been rockier. Instead of aspiring to become a doctor like my parents dreamed, Mel wanted to go into theatre. Once my parents finished grappling with that, she officially came out as bisexual. My mother kept a still expression while Mel poured out her heart, but my father burst into hysterics. From then on, all of our family dinners would end with heartfelt prayers to the divine. Then he would turn to me, eyes glimmering with hope. “At least we have Lia to fulfill our dreams. Our sacrifices aren’t for nothing.”

			I felt like Atlas, their expectations as heavy as the weight of the world.

			“Why can’t you be more like Lia?” my father would ask when Mel came home late after going to a concert or some other hangout with her friends. “She comes home on time, does her homework and goes to bed early!”

			Mel would scoff and look at my mother, who shook her head subtly. Now chasing the next milestone after his promotion, my father had totally dissociated from my schedule. I slept late, later than everyone in the household. Some of it was related to perfecting my homework, but my evenings usually stretched past midnight messaging Wes until both of us fell asleep.

			My father’s Lia was the most disciplined student. She didn’t have teenage crushes, and she didn’t pass notes in class. She definitely didn’t impulsively kiss Billy at a party he threw in his parents’ basement after Wes had gone to a New Year’s party with Andrea. That Lia certainly wouldn’t let Billy take her out to a movie and let him touch her underneath her shirt with his popcorn-butter-coated hands when she hadn’t heard from Wes in two weeks.

			On the outside, I was everything my parents wanted me to be, much to the dismay of Mel and even myself. But I felt lost. Even Billy’s obvious appreciation for me couldn’t stop my insides from shrivelling every time I thought of Wes and Andrea tangled together like the characters in my books were. Performing for my family had never been harder.

			I counted down the weeks until summer vacation, craving the hot days where I could exist in my cut-off shorts and T-shirts on a boat with Wes, away from all the expectations of the school year.
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			12 YEARS AGO

			July

			That summer, the drive to Pike Bay was near-unbearable. All the nervous anticipation of seeing Wes again made me want to shake my legs, jump and shout as if my pent-up energy could move the car faster. My mom and Mel were ready to tie me down.

			My dad drove separately, needing the time to join a conference call at work. When we pulled up to the cottage, before my dad caught up with us, I raced to the Forests’ house and rang the doorbell. Once and then again. My heart sank when the door didn’t open right away.

			Just when I turned to go, the door cracked open. Wes stood there, eyes heavy-lidded, wearing a crumpled white shirt that he’d clearly just shoved on and a pair of shorts that were a smidge too short.

			I launched myself at him. “You’ve grown again.” My longing channelled into a tight embrace. I pulled him flush against me, inhaling his reassuring scent of pine.

			He was broader now in my arms, my head able to tuck under his chin. His shoulders vibrated with tension until we parted, like he was equally aware of the changes of the past year.

			He pulled back, hands stilling on my hips.

			“You haven’t.” His deep timbre was raspy. “You look good, though. Like always.”

			My cheeks flushed while he took in my new haircut and form-fitting T-shirt until I noticed his hair was long, in dire need of a trim, and purple circles shadowed his eyes. “You seem tired,” I said.

			“I was napping,” Wes said, squinting, using the excuse of the bright sunlight to avoid my probing gaze.

			“You never nap,” I said. “Why are you so exhausted?”

			He sighed. “I took on some extra landscaping work to help my mom with the bills, and I’ve been getting up at four in the morning to get it all done before it’s too hot.”

			His back was defeated, curved under his worries.

			“Wait, what?” I asked. “Did something happen?”

			“My mom had to start a new medication for her arthritis,” Wes murmured. “The special access approval didn’t go through so we have to pay for it ourselves.”

			I didn’t know what that meant. “Why?”

			He explained further. His mother’s chronic arthritis was usually managed by medication, but the most recent flare was raging. Her doctors had recommended she start a new drug, but because Ms. Forest was separated and not divorced, her income didn’t qualify for subsidized pricing. I remembered how tired she’d seemed last year. How long had this been going on for?

			“That’s bullshit,” I said.

			Wes frowned. “My dad still won’t sign the divorce papers, but my mom won’t tell me what they’re fighting over.”

			“I hope it’ll work out,” I said, even though I didn’t know how. Suddenly my piles of stress from the school year seemed trivial compared to what Wes was dealing with. I vowed not to bother Wes with my worries. I needed to focus on being fun. “We’ll find a way to have a great summer anyway,” I promised.
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				Wes was so busy that first week that we only saw him for a sliver in the afternoons. Even though Mel and I insisted on taking out the boats, it was obvious that all he wanted to do was fall asleep on the dock. When we watched movies in his basement, he fought his yawns until eventually he succumbed to sleep. He did tend to droop over me, though, as if trying to say, even when unconscious, he appreciated my company. Mel sometimes peered between us as if looking at a math equation that wasn’t quite adding up. Eventually, Mel determined that the summer with Wes would be a dud and signed up for an inordinate number of hours at the library so that she could escape spending time at home. I took a different approach.

			“Mom,” I said, on a weekend afternoon. “I’m going to help with some landscaping work this summer.”

			My mother shook her head. “Why would you do that? That’s a waste of your time.”

			“I could make some extra money to put towards college,” I said. “Besides, I don’t want to sit around being useless all break.”

			My mother quickly looked towards my father. “This better not be about that boy. You spend enough of the summer with him as it is, and he’s not someone you should waste your time on.”

			“Hmm,” my father said, turning away from the second-hand computer on his desk. “A job isn’t the worst idea.”

			“What about volunteering at the library with your sister?” my mother suggested.

			“Isn’t half the fun of summer being outside?” I protested. “Besides, the library is volunteer only. I want to make some money.”

			“Tanaz,” my father murmured, taking a sip of chai. “It’s an opportunity for Lia to learn more about the value of money and hard work.”

			My mother frowned. “I don’t want her going down the wrong path. And that boy is the wrong path.”

			“Mom, why are you so worried? It’s not like I’m one of Dad’s co-workers’ kids,” I protested.

			The latest gossip about my dad’s co-workers was how one of their children had gotten pregnant at fifteen and had an abortion (my mother thought it was reasonable; my father didn’t, as children were a gift from God). The snide comments about Mel’s sexuality had subsided when another one of my dad’s co-workers had gone on to her third divorce. “If you marry a woman,” my father had said to Mel, my mother staring aghast, “at least pick the right one the first time around.”

			“You are nothing like those people,” my mother said. “Unlike them, you have parents who care to guide you towards right decisions.”

			I suppressed an eye roll. “Exactly, Mom. Wes and I are just friends.” Her eyes narrowed and her shrewd inspection made the hair on the back of my neck rise. I forced myself to stay calm. Sometimes I hyperventilated if I thought about what would happen if my parents found out that Billy and I had made out.

			“See, Tanaz, we’ve raised our daughter right,” my dad said proudly, turning back to his computer.

			“Fine,” my mother said, crossing her arms. “Go on, then, with your job.”

			“We trust you, Lia,” my father said, without turning around.

			“Thanks, Dad.” A flare of guilt sparked through relief. But nothing was going to happen anyway. Wes was just a friend. I wasn’t lying about that.
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			Wes and Jake did landscaping for most of the street every Monday, Wednesday and Friday. Tuesday and Thursday, Wes picked up morning shifts at the grocery store with his mother. After promising to Jake that I wouldn’t slow them down or scream if there were bugs, I joined the landscaping crew in the morning. The weed whacker and its long blades scared me, and I didn’t have the endurance to dig in the dirt, so Wes got me set up on the lawn mower. In addition to the twenty bucks’ cash, it was extra time I got to spend with Wes and it also got him home a couple hours earlier. Giving Wes some reprieve felt good.

			The promise I’d made my mom weighed heavily on me. Wes and I could only ever be friends. Not that he wanted more, anyway.

			On the occasions my mother passed us on her mid-morning walks, I would be sure to step a few extra feet away from Wes. He’d raise his eyebrows incredulously, looking at the distance I put between us before greeting my mother politely. When my mother suspiciously inquired about the unknown boy working with us, he introduced Jake, who told her that he was also hoping to become a lawyer. This response got a few oohs from my mother, and Wes frowned.

			Sometimes Mel would come by to heckle us if we were doing a yard close to home. “They’re both hot,” Mel said admiringly one day from where we were standing under a tree drinking Gatorade. She’d started coming by more often after Andrea had kissed her as an experiment in the reference section of the library and then promptly rejected her. Mel had supposedly moved on. “Do you think Andrea would be jealous if I hit on her brother?”

			Unlike my sister, who was freshly showered in a tight camisole and high-waisted jean shorts, I was unkempt in an old T-shirt and loose shorts, my hair its usual wild mane. “Do you just come here to ogle?”

			“I cancelled my shift at the library. I have nothing else to do today.” There was a forced lightness to her tone. Maybe Andrea’s rejection had stung more than she let on.

			Taking a sip of cherry-sweet Gatorade, I followed her gaze. Both Jake and Wes were sweaty from exertion, shirts clinging to their backs. Through the damp fabric, it was easy to see their muscles flex and relax as they clipped the hedges, faces stern in concentration.

			Wes wiped his brow and looked up to the sun. Eventually, both Jake and Wes pulled off their shirts. They were both all golden skin, bodies carved from physical labour.

			“They should wear sunscreen if they’re going to do that,” I said, trying to hide my leering stare by taking a sip of my drink.

			Mel’s smile lit up. “That’s a great idea, let’s get them to rub it on each other.”

			I recoiled, spilling down my front. The red mingled with the grass stains on my T-shirt. “What! No?”

			But she was already digging in my pack, pulling out the Costco-sized sunscreen my mother had given me, and beelining over to the hedges the boys were trimming. I chased after her.

			“Boys,” Mel called. “You want to be sure you have a nice glowing tan and not a sunburn. The ladies don’t like lobsters.” She waved the bottle at them.

			Jake dropped his clippers with a soft thump, gaze roving over my sister. “And what do we have here?”

			“Sunscreen,” she declared. “The two of you should rub it on each other.” She gestured to Wes. “So you don’t get burnt and all that.”

			“Maybe you could rub it on me.” Jake leaned over Mel.

			I inched closer to Wes. “Is this a monkey courtship ritual?” I murmured in Wes’s ear, keeping my attention towards Jake and my sister.

			“Definitely,” he answered, following my gaze to Jake’s muscled shoulder and raising his eyebrows. “Like what you see?”

			This was new, the dark bite of his voice that landed in my breastbone. I looked between Jake’s burnished body with his intentionally tousled hair and Wes, freckles blooming over his nose and unruly strands curling into his shadowed eyes. Was he jealous?

			“Never mind,” he said, before I could answer.

			I opened my mouth to say that I preferred him when my sister saved me from my lack of filter.

			“Wes, get over here,” Mel hollered. “It’s time to rub your buddy down.”

			Always a good sport, Wes opened his hands for sunscreen and slapped some on Jake’s back.

			“That’s a shitty job, man.” Jake grinned playfully at my sister. “Bet you can do better.”

			Taking the bait, my sister walked behind Jake, slowly applying the oily lotion. “You know I can,” she said, voice breathy.

			Wes shrugged, applying the leftover sunscreen to his arms and chest, before failing to reach the span of his back.

			“Do you want help?” I asked quietly.

			Wordlessly, he smeared the rest of the sunscreen onto my hand and turned around. Carefully I rubbed the lotion in, my hands gliding on his warm skin, tracing a line between his freckles. He shivered. “Sorry, it’s cold,” I apologized, breathless. I wanted to map the constellations on his back.

			His ears were red, so I rubbed in the residual sunscreen. He jerked when I reached the nape of his neck, skin hot under my touch. I forced a laugh to hide the tremble in my hands as I came to his front. Even though his eyes were serious when they met mine, his smile was in full force. I swiped the last remnant of sunscreen into his left dimple. “Got you.”

			Later, while Jake and Wes cleared the weeds out front, my sister turned to me. “Jake’s fun, but there’s no spark.” She gave a wistful sigh. “Not the way there is with Andrea.”

			“It’s too bad Andrea wasn’t here to see your show,” I said.

			Mel deflated. “She would have been more jealous to see you and Wes than me and Jake.”

			I ignored the heat creeping up my neck. The tone in my sister’s voice was flatter than usual.

			“Everything okay?” I asked.

			“I feel stupid having wasted all my time with Andrea. And…”

			“What?”

			“I’m jealous of how easily you fit in here,” Mel said. Surprise washed over me. I’d never considered that Mel could feel out of place. Usually she was the social butterfly and I was the one hiding behind her wings.

			“Whatever about Andrea. Her loss.” I nudged her, trying to channel her confidence. “Wes and Jake are your friends too. Didn’t you just make them lather on sunscreen?”

			Mel pasted her cocky smile back on. “You’re right. Anyway, I’m going to head in.”

			An hour later, I was helping move the yard waste to the front for pickup. On my way back from carrying another full bag, I heard my name and then stopped partway behind the side of the house. I peered around the wall. The guys were snipping overgrown branches of a deciduous tree.

			“What happened with Andrea?” Jake’s voice carried over the breeze.

			“What do you mean?” Wes replied. I wished I could see his face to get a better read on what he really thought. A motorboat passing on the bay muffled their murmuring.

			When the buzzing faded, I heard Wes say, “We went out.”

			“And after the party?” Jake’s voice wasn’t accusing, but there was an edge to it. “She said you guys had a moment?”

			“We—” The motorboat turned back. When it cleared, I leaned against the wall, my heart sinking deeper in my chest. Wes and Andrea had been a thing. I almost didn’t hear what Jake said next over the roaring in my ears as I imagined the two of them together.

			“So which of the Juma sisters should I ask out?” Jake pressed.

			Wes took a long time to answer. “Whoever you want.”

			A bolt of hurt shot through me. I steadied myself against the house. Friends, we were just friends, and kissing wasn’t as nice as it was in the books. Billy’s was wet and sloppy and he tasted faintly of all-dressed chips, even if he was conscientious enough to chew gum before. We’d managed to backtrack into a friendship, but there was a new awkwardness there now that I knew he wanted to touch my breasts.

			It was better for Wes and me to stay friends, to not ruin our friendship with land mines like knowing how he tasted. Maybe he’d taste like sour cream and onions. The void in my chest made it hard to believe my lie.

			I tried to erase the memory of my fingers gliding over the satin skin of his back. Of course he wanted someone like Andrea. Maybe all Wes felt for me was a reluctant attraction, the kind that any teenage boy would feel for a close friend that he saw often enough in a tank top.

			A petty part of me couldn’t help itself, though. When I went back to collect more branches to cart to the front, I landed an extra-bright smile on Jake.

			“Thanks, boys,” I trilled, channelling my sister. Wes shot me a look, but I pretended not to notice.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 11
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			PRESENT DAY

			July

			The whole day vanishes in a vortex of insurance contracts and material documents. I almost ignore the ring of my phone until I see Hassan’s name flashing on the screen. My heart jolts with anticipation as I smooth down my hair and answer the video call.

			“I thought I’d video call, instead of text, so I could see your beautiful face,” Hassan says with an impish grin.

			I can’t help but answer with a smile of my own. “It’s good to see you.” It is good to see him, and the office. Everything there is bright and fluorescent, and it makes his skin glow.

			“So, how are you?” he asks, leaning back against his office chair. “It can’t be easy having to change your schedule all of a sudden.”

			“It isn’t.” I find myself telling him about Ciji and my worries about my aunt’s health. He frowns in the right places and nods reassuringly as I speak about struggling to feel helpful.

			“That sounds rough,” Hassan says frankly. “And even harder to juggle work with all of that. Sometimes I find my parents don’t realize the sacrifices this career requires. And they’re the ones who wanted me to be a lawyer.”

			“Exactly!” I reply. “And Eleanor is constantly emailing me, and her demands are pulling me away from figuring out what my cousin needs. I guess I just don’t know how to navigate it all.”

			Hassan taps his chin, pausing as he searches for the right words. I didn’t mean to dump on him, but I’m relieved to confide in someone.

			“Eleanor is tough,” Hassan says admiringly. “I still haven’t had a chance to work with her.”

			His redirection from my family woes stops the churning in my stomach. Put that away, focus on what matters.

			“Neither had I until now. I almost wish I didn’t.” I smirk. “Except, of course, if working with her helps me make partner.”

			“I’d do anything to make partner. Almost.” Hassan takes a sip from the mug on his desk. “It’s unreal how similar we are.”

			My smile is genuine. “It really is.”

			“Listen, I know you’re busy now and it’s fast, but do you think you’d like to meet my parents when you’re back from the cottage?” When I don’t answer right away, he rushes to add, “No pressure at all. It’s just, being at mosque the other day made me think. And I really feel like this could be something, you know?”

			It is fast, but it’s how things are done. I can’t mess this up. A relationship with Hassan will give me everything that I want.

			“I think so too,” I say slowly. “Okay, I’m in.”
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			After I hang up, I creep over to the calendar Shehla Auntie hung in the kitchen. Ciji has her first tutoring session after school. She’d probably benefit from dinner and a snack. While I’m not a cook, I love to bake. Cooking is sputtery—oil flying in the air, onions needing chopping, flavours fusing together with an artistic spirit I don’t have. Baking, on the other hand, follows rules, and if there’s anything I understand, it’s structure. There’s one recipe I turn to often and I try to not examine why it seems to comfort me so much.

			Like all good Indian mothers, Shehla has kept the kitchen well-stocked. Vanilla, flour, eggs, sugar, graham cracker crumbs, chocolate chips and marshmallows. S’more cookies.

			Maybe Ciji will take something from them too. Aside from diabetes. My phone pings.

			
				From: EleanorCarter@goldwright.ca

				To: LiaJuma@goldwright.ca

				I need you to review one of the due diligence memos Henry is drafting imminently. I’ve cc-ed him to this email. Henry, send your draft ASAP.

				Eleanor

			

			I sigh, turning back to my recipe. After I melt the butter, I prop my phone against the wall on the counter. The rich cream of vanilla permeates the air with the molasses of the graham crackers, and some of the unease I’m feeling dissipates. Maybe I should call Mel. Clear the air and then get her take on my situation with Hassan. When she answers my video call, her curly hair is tied back in a ponytail and her eyes are tired. In the background, there are sirens and the rush of busy streets.

			“Hey,” I say. “I just wanted to check in, see how you are?”

			“Just parked and going to pick up mom and Shehla Auntie.” She pauses. “What are you doing?”

			“Making cookies to bribe Ciji to study,” I say, stirring the batter.

			She scoffs but doesn’t say anything further. I focus on the meld of melted butter, sugar and eggs.

			“I heard you mentioned Hassan to mom. She’s started planning your wedding already.”

			“I only mentioned it to her briefly!” My mother’s absurd behaviour distracts me, and my hands shake as I measure baking powder. “She should be focusing on planning your wedding. You know, when you and Norah, a long-term committed couple, are ready.”

			That gets a brief smile out of her, but it fades. “You know she’ll never plan my wedding. I’m not sure if she even wants me to get married.”

			“Mel, her opinion doesn’t matter.” I try to soothe her as I watch the sprinkles of flour thread through the metal sieve. My gut knots. I’m constantly trying to keep the peace, but it seems impossible to make both my sister and my mother happy.

			Her laughter has edges. “You act like her opinion is everything.”

			“What do you mean?”

			She shakes her head, curls flopping over her forehead. “Never mind. Are you feeling okay about Wes being there?”

			“Shit,” I say, accidentally spilling flour over the brim of the glass bowl. To avoid her gaze, I turn away, grabbing a paper towel. Why does talking about Wes make me feel exposed?

			“Well?”

			I busy myself, wiping the counter carefully. “It’s been fine, cordial and polite. You were right. We’re adults now, living our separate lives.”

			She doesn’t need to know about the dock, about how he looked at me the way he did when we were kids. The way being near him makes me want to breathe life into thoughts I’d buried deep down.

			Mel lifts an eyebrow. “If you say it, I believe it. Chat later, I’m getting into an elevator now.”

			“Love you,” I say. I don’t know if she hears me.
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			The front door snaps open and Ciji strides in followed by Wes. I wave hello, which Wes answers with an uneven grin that doesn’t hide the apprehension lurking in his eyes. Noticing my inquisition, he mouths, “It’s my first day.”

			“Hey, Ciji,” I say, wiping the sheen of sweat from my forehead. I try to keep my tone pleasant, the way I would speak to a difficult client. My level voice says it all: I mean no harm, but I’m capable so don’t cross me.

			“Lia.” She purses her pink lips. Is that lip gloss she’s wearing? To a tutoring session? Before I can ask, she turns away from me, draping an arm on Wes’s shoulder. “Wesley and I will be at the dining table hanging out.”

			Wes immediately stiffens, backing away.

			“Hanging out? I thought you were getting math tutoring,” I say, playing innocent. “Isn’t that why we’re here this summer?”

			Ciji all but bares her teeth at me and hisses, “Leave me alone, Lia.”

			“Listen,” I reply. “I know you’re stressed about your mom, but please take your tutoring seriously.”

			“Whatever,” she says. “I’m going to grab my stuff.”

			I watch her stalk up the stairs, my back curving in. Why can’t it be easier? A hand grips my shoulder as Wes leans to whisper in my ear. “I see the two of you are still in battle?”

			The feel of his breath on my neck makes me shiver. I step away. “I don’t know how to manage her attitude. Are you going to be able to deal with her?”

			“I hope so.” His voice is ragged. “Like, if I can’t do this, then I have no business accepting the Toronto job. Maybe it’s safer to take the sub position until I’m more comfortable.”

			I’m about to push him on this—tutoring Ciji isn’t a test, and if he can manage the personalities in business, he can handle a fifteen-year-old—but she re-emerges from her room dressed in a scrappy white camisole that outlines the contours of a black bra. The war has only just started. Now there’s blood in the water.

			“It’s so warm in here,” Ciji complains, fanning herself as she sits down at the kitchen table.

			“I put cookies in the oven,” I say. “I thought you’d like some fuel while you learn.”

			“Well, it’s so freaking hot.” Ciji pulls at the straps of her camisole so that they hang off her shoulders. “Wesley, I’m ready to work on my math homework now.”

			Wes’s eyes widen, frozen at the onslaught. I choke back a laugh. This is so incredibly inappropriate. She knows it too, glancing back at me briefly as if hoping I’m paying attention to her show.

			“Won’t you be uncomfortable in that?” Wes suggests delicately.

			There is no air conditioning in the cottage, but it’s not so warm that I feel the uncontrollable urge to strip. I channel the bluntness I’ve learned from my work. “Maybe you should just change your shirt, Ciji, I can see your bra.”

			“I’m comfortable,” she replies.

			“I’m not,” Wes mutters, but Ciji ignores him, victory glinting in her amber eyes.

			I’m about to throw my hands up in defeat when I see my dad’s old fan tucked in the corner of the living room, unplugged and forgotten. Wes follows my gaze and grabs the fan, placing it on the table.

			“I’m super warm too,” he says. “I’m just going to set this up over here.”

			His fiddling manages to hit Ciji with a direct stream of air and they start working through algebra problems. Five minutes later, Ciji has goosebumps and is curled into herself on the seat.

			The oven beeps. “The tag on this shirt is itchy,” Ciji announces, pushing back from the table. She stomps upstairs, refusing to make eye contact with me as she strides by. “I have to get my tablet anyway. I’ll be right back, Wesley.”

			While Ciji changes, I ease the tray of cookies onto the table in front of Wes. “You did great managing her,” I tell Wes. “You’re a natural.”

			“Maybe,” he murmurs, cheeks tinting. “Thanks for the backup.” He tilts his head, and even though he’s looked at me like this a thousand times, his unfettered gaze makes me feel exposed. His broad, open smile soaks straight into my chest, thick and languorous like maple syrup. I smile back, equally big, his happiness becoming mine, the way it always has.

			The surprise of my impulse hits me, how easy it is for the old me to slip out, a dead friendship too easily resurrected. I need to clarify, re-establish boundaries, but he reaches for a cookie.

			“They’re still hot.” I tug nervously on my hair. The heat has done a number on it and my wiry strands have escaped the bind of my hairspray.

			He shrugs, blowing on the cookie, but his eyes are geared on me. “They seem fine to me. Have you had one yet?”

			“Just some dough.” I shake my head, sitting down across from him. “Okay, a lot of dough. Sometimes I eat just the dough. Is that weird? It tastes the best right out of the refrigerator.” I slam my mouth shut to stop the rambling.

			His laughter catches as he takes a gigantic bite. But even while he’s working through a mouthful of cookie, I can’t meet his eyes, so I lean forward, grabbing one. He’s right. The cookies are warm but not hot, and the chocolate melts onto my fingers. Still, even with cookies in front of me, I can’t help but pause at the whiff of cotton and pine.

			Like he feels the same pull, he leans forward, gaze dipping to me moistening my lips. “It tastes pretty good baked too,” he says in a rich voice that rumbles from his body to mine.

			My stomach whooshes and his lips quirk up in an answering smile. “Cut it out,” I say.

			“Cut what out?” he asks, innocently. He gives me a smile that would be cocky, if not for the tentative glimpse he sends my way. Wes with the confidence of an adult man. My fingers shake as his gaze turns pensive.

			I’m stripped bare under his inspection. But I don’t back away. I’m greedy for this, for someone to really look at me and know me. For Wes to look at me and know me. The want is an out-of-control forest fire, wanting to burn more and more until everything good is scorched dust. Even though I should know better now.

			He leans further across the table, close enough that if I reached out, I could curve my fingers around the back of his neck and…

			“Oh cool, cookies,” Ciji says, sliding back into her seat, a thin cotton cardigan covering her wispy T-shirt and her tablet in hand.

			I lunge back as if I’ve been burned.

			“Great, I hope you like them,” I tell Ciji, taking a bite of my cookie.

			“Don’t take it as a compliment, I would have been just as happy with store-bought.”

			I swallow down the hurt of her dismissal as Ciji flips her hair back. Karma strikes when a strand pokes her in the eye. She flicks it again and a chunk sticks to her lip gloss. As she sputters, I let out an uncontrollable snort. Wes’s laughter echoes, and finally Ciji can’t help but join us.

			A rush of victory courses in me, but when Wes meets my eyes with a triumphant grin, I look away.
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			After Ciji finishes her tutoring, Wes excuses himself, leaving with a zip-lock filled with cookies for his mother. Once he’s gone, Ciji loiters, taking her time to tidy up her study books and tablet, shifting and organizing the papers methodically. Maybe being near me is better than being alone, even if she doesn’t like me.

			“Can you help me make dinner?” I ask, wandering to the fridge to pull out a carton of eggs.

			Ciji looks at me out of the corner of her eye. “Uh, no?”

			The strain of dealing with Ciji pulses at my temples. It would be easier to let her be. But I can’t. She can’t spend the rest of the summer alone in her room. My phone buzzes in my pocket, interrupting my thoughts. Another email from work. I can’t deal with everything right now.

			“Come on, Ciji. It won’t take long. I could use the help.”

			She bares her teeth at me. “I. Don’t. Want. To.”

			I’ve tried being understanding, but speaking to her is like pounding my head against a concrete wall. I snap, “Ciji. I am not asking what you want to do. I am telling you that you’re going to help me make dinner and sit here with me and eat it. Otherwise, you won’t get dinner.”

			She huffs, picking her stuff off the table and thumping it with a scowl onto the antique storage bench by the door. “Fine.”

			Ciji whips the eggs and I chop the tomatoes, peppers and onions. Trying to break the tense air, I ask, “How are you liking being up here?”

			She grunts in response.

			“It must be a change from Toronto.” I grab plates to take to the table. “I used to love coming up here in the summer.”

			Ciji grimaces but says nothing.

			Desperate, I continue, “It must be nice to meet new people?” If I had blinked, I would have missed her barely perceptible flinch.

			“Do you like the bay? I used to love spending time out there,” I say, turning the stove on.

			“Everything sucks up here,” Ciji says, mixing the vegetables in with the eggs. “Especially you,” I think I hear her mutter under her breath.

			We’re silent as I cook the omelettes and plate them. Instead of watching her aggressively salt and pepper her meal, I head to the table with mine. Deep, calming breaths, I tell myself, holding back my frustration. She wants to get a rise out of me.

			Ciji pulls a chair out at the end opposite to me. We sit, only the sound of our chewing breaking the silence. I barely taste what I’m eating. Where do I go from here?

			Ciji is done with her meal and preparing to bolt when my phone rings. “It’s my mom,” I tell her. “Your mom is probably with her.”

			When I answer, a giant blob appears in the middle of the screen. “Mom,” I say, exasperated. “Your finger is covering the camera.”

			Ciji laughs, an unfamiliar ricochet of bells. “Oh my god, just like my mom. Smartphone challenged.” For a second, the fortress that’s her face melts, and I feel like I’m seeing my baby cousin again.

			Mel grabs the phone, tilting it so that we can finally see them, her mom and mine both greeting us before Shehla takes the phone.

			Shehla’s usually rounded cheeks look like deflated balloons, but she manages to put on a cheerful smile. “Ciji, beta. You know, I’m not too bad with the iPhone now, huh? Not after you taught me.”

			“You’re totally amazing at your phone, Mom. It’s not like we spent three hours watching tutorials online,” Ciji deadpans. We settle into the sofa, sinking deep in the worn cradle, arm to arm. “I tripled the speed on some of them, it was sooo boring,” Ciji whispers to me.

			“Tutorials? Where do we find that?” my mother inquires.

			“Mom, I’ve already sent you countless videos. You forget immediately,” I retort.

			Ciji stifles laughter. Hope sprouts inside me. We’re finally connecting.

			“What was that?” Shehla asks. When we shake our heads at her, she continues. “How are you doing, baby, did school go okay?”

			Ciji’s eyes dart towards me. “Yeah, it was fine. So was tutoring.”

			“Good,” Shehla says. “Not causing any problems for your cousin, uh?”

			Shehla directs her gaze at me, and I can feel the tension vibrating from Ciji. For a moment I consider complaining. But we’re finally bonding, and I get the sense that there’s still a ways to go before the war is over. Besides, I don’t want Shehla to worry. “No problems,” I say. Ciji exhales audibly.

			My sister leans into the camera view, eyebrows darting up skeptically, but she doesn’t push further. “Anyway, while it’s good to see you two, we have updates,” she says.

			“Is everything okay?” I pull myself up from the sofa, leaning forward. Updates are never good. Doctors pulling you aside to whisper in your ear. Parents sitting you down at the table after dinner, telling you bad news after you eat so as to not ruin the meal. The burn of hot rice and curry coming up your throat, and the water that can’t wash down the bile of worry and defeat.

			Shehla turns towards my mother and then clears her throat. “We wanted to let you know that there was a cancellation spot tomorrow for the surgery and they’re slotting me in.”

			That seems quick, but I’m not a doctor. “Well, that’s good, right?” I ask.

			“Isn’t that fast?” Ciji’s nails dig into her palms. “I thought it usually takes a couple weeks? I’ve been looking at some forums and most people said it takes awhile.”

			“Forums? What is that?” Shehla asks. “Anyway, don’t worry about researching this, beta, we have it handled over here. It’s routine.”

			“They happened to have room in their calendar,” Mel interrupts. “You know, summer vacation scheduling changes and all that.”

			Ciji’s still tense with disbelief. “Okay, well, is there anything I can do to help? Should I talk to Dad?”

			“Everything is fine, beta,” Shehla says. “All I need you to do is study hard. And no, please don’t mention it to your father. Not right now.”

			“Sure,” Ciji says. “Was there anything else you wanted to talk about?”

			“No, beta,” Shehla says. “Focus on school. You have a quiz this week, right?” I envy how Shehla can deliver the message, a gentle yet firm nudge.

			“Yeah. I guess I’ll go study now. See you later, Mom.” Ciji rises, walking away with purpose, but as soon as she’s out of view, I hear her race up the stairs.

			Once she does, Shehla’s forced smile fades. “Lia, we wanted to let you know that the tumour is bigger than expected. They want it out now.”

			Bigger than expected.

			The weight of those words sinks in, tying a rock to my stomach. “You don’t want Ciji to know?” I murmur.

			“She needs to focus on school right now,” my mother interjects. “We will get more information and then go from there.” My mother sounds different, more confident. Shehla looks towards her for reassurance, the way a little sister does to an older one.

			I realize I’m doing the same, trying to catch Mel’s gaze on the screen, but we’re not quite linking up.

			“So, let’s talk about something else. Any other news from you? Work? Dating?” my mother asks.

			Mel rolls her eyes at my mother. “She’s up in the cottage. How is she supposed to be dating?”

			“She’s seeing a nice lawyer. They don’t need to date for long. In fact, not being in person is better. Better to use your words and validate alignment in values and then move forward with the families meeting.” My mother sniffs.

			“And look how well that turned out for Shehla Auntie,” Mel snaps, then immediately backtracks as Shehla’s mouth purses. “Sorry, Auntie.”

			“I’m going to use the restroom,” Shehla says, stepping out of view.

			“I just think that Lia deserves more than dating someone just because you’ll approve of them, Mom,” Mel says. “She needs to explore who’s out there. Find someone she actually loves.”

			My mother’s neck tenses. “You think Lia should take advice from you?”

			“At least I’m in a loving relationship with someone who respects me,” Mel shoots back.

			I bite my lip. My immediate response is to say something to soothe them, but I can’t seem to find the words.

			“At least Lia knows what kind of person we would accept into the family. She understands her responsibilities,” my mother replies.

			Their voices climb higher, the heat from their argument radiating through the screen.

			“Mom, leave Mel alone,” I say, their fury making my heart hurt. “Mel, stop riling up Mom.” I can’t get their attention, so I disconnect.

			Besides, I should check in on Ciji. Even if she doesn’t have the full picture, the uncertainty is probably churning in her gut. When I get upstairs, her door is ajar. She’s wearing over-the-ear headphones and doesn’t turn around when I knock, so I enter the room.

			“Hey,” I say, approaching her. Keys clatter from her furious typing into a group chat on her laptop, and she doesn’t notice me at first. Her isolation hits me like a log. Her friends are all back down in Toronto, and she’s up here with a cousin she barely knows.

			“Lia?” Ciji pulls off her silver headphones, finally noticing me. She quickly minimizes her chat screen, revealing the Canadian Cancer Society’s breast cancer web page. “What do you want?”

			I force my voice level. “I just wanted to check in on you. Everything okay?”

			Ciji frowns, letting her long hair fall like a curtain over her expression. “Of course not. Why are they rushing my mom’s surgery?”

			I take a pained breath, readying myself for deflection. It doesn’t feel right to lie to her, but I have to respect Shehla’s wishes. “Ciji, sometimes they have cancellations and they just bump people up.”

			“Do you think I’m stupid?” Her eyes glint, a suspicious mix of moisture and anger, as she swivels in her chair towards me. Guilt tugs at my heart. My father was always frank with us about reality, and as awful as the truth was at times, having information gave me some control.

			“No. I don’t think you’re stupid at all.” I lean forward to touch her arm slowly, like she’s a skittish animal. “My dad had some health trouble when I was only a little older than you.”

			She flinches, pulling away. “Stop acting like you understand what I’m going through. You don’t.”

			I do, I want to say. I’ve been in this exact place, a tangle in my gut, the world on my shoulders—but her expression shutters. She doesn’t want to hear me. “Can you just leave me alone, Lia?” she asks, her tone final. I back away as she pulls her headphones back on.
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			Even though I can usually work through anything, this evening has knocked me off my game. Nothing sinks in, no matter how many times I reread the sentences. I decide to take a quick break. After I make sandwiches for lunch tomorrow—what I wouldn’t give for delivery—I flip through my phone. The work messages have piled up, but nothing I can’t address tomorrow.

			
				Hassan: What are you up to?

				Lia: Oh, not much, really. What about you?

				Hassan: Just thinking about us and our last date ;)

				Lia: Anything about it in particular?

				Hassan: I thought that was a pretty epic kiss, can’t stop replaying it

			

			I pause to consider. It would be a lie to say I’ve been replaying it over and over too. But it was a nice kiss, one that promised more, maybe even nicer, kisses.

			
				Lia: Can’t wait for our next date. Sweet dreams [image: ]

			

			Closing my phone, I try to replay the kiss. Did I lean my head to the left? To the right? Did I feel a zing in my chest that made my toes curl?

			I climb back up the stairs. Ciji is quiet, so I continue through to my room. First I sit on the old bed, settling onto the same floral duvet I used when I was a kid. My gaze falls to the white bookshelves lined with all my old books. They’re stacked the way I remember, untouched. I spring from my bed to get a closer look.

			Letting my hands fall against the old spines, I remove the tall but slim books I arranged carefully so that no one would see what’s behind. My haul of romance novels. Half of them from Wes’s grandmother’s stash and the others from the secret purchases I made with my allowance. Stories of maids falling in love with viscounts and American socialites with British heirs. Vampires with vampire hunters, witches with their sworn enemies. Happy endings that don’t belong in real life. Back then I was foolish and believed that they could be real. I can’t quite muster up that feeling thinking of Hassan right now. But I comfort myself that it’s been a stressful time. Maybe if I take a break, read a book, I’ll find that feeling again.

			I basically stopped reading for over a decade when it became clear happily ever afters were fantasies. Dense law texts and the occasional thrillers were the only exceptions. Books that dealt with big feelings—love, grief, nostalgia—were a hard no. It was too risky to let myself experience those emotions again.

			But today I feel like this is what I need. I need to be back in a world where things end well. Where Ciji’s pain doesn’t echo my own from ten years ago. Where maybe this thing with Hassan can be the fresh start I need.

			The pastel pink colour of The Viscount Who Loved Me catches my attention, one of the first romances I ever read. I let myself pull it out, savouring the heft of it in my hand. It feels like greeting an old friend.

			I turn on the table lamp and switch off the overhead lighting. I rest the book on my pillow as I change into my threadbare pajama bottoms and soft, billowy debate-tournament T-shirt from high school. Old habits pull me to my window to stare at Wes’s. His light is on, and I can see the faint outline of him at his desk. Maybe he’s reading. I suppress the urge to flick my light on and off in goodnight, but knowing he’s there eases some of the worry in my chest.

			Instead of letting myself think more about Wes, I tuck myself into my bed and nestle under the covers. Even though I’ve only been here a few days, it feels like home again.

			The book falls open to an especially reread scene and I laugh, turning back to the first page. I let myself get sucked into the moments of longing and the heated kisses. I’m swept away into the characters’ story, even if I find myself picturing the wrong guy’s blue eyes.

			I fall asleep late into the night, and for once it’s not because of work.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 12
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			12 YEARS AGO

			August

			The summer passed in a blur of lawn mowing and lazy afternoons on the water. I reminded myself daily that no matter how often Wes’s glances fell on me, they meant nothing. He made it hard, though. Every casual hand on my shoulder, blue eyes sparkling down at me, brewed my frustration. After what I’d overheard earlier that summer, I had to acknowledge that the way I felt was unrequited. And yet, every now and then there’d be this electricity that would pass between us, undoing every little bit of progress I’d made.

			I kept reminding myself Wes had gone out with Andrea. The thought of him choosing her was a stain over my summer.

			To take back control, I channelled my energy into alluring smiles and banter with Jake. Part of my approach was to change my work attire from baggy T-shirts to cut-off tank tops. Despite the liberal application of sunscreen, my skin became a toasted brown that my mother hated, but the colour brought out the light flecks of amber in my eyes. My sister didn’t specifically care about Jake one way or another but was proud of me for using my “wiles,” as she put it. Maybe she’d gotten into my romance novel stash too.

			“Are you mad at me?” Wes asked, on a lazy Friday afternoon. We were out on the lake, taking the pedal boat towards Secret Island. We’d both showered off the morning’s labour, but I was still spent and kind of cranky.

			“No,” I said, as the creaky old cabin atop a mound of haphazard grass and wildflowers came into view.

			Wes didn’t reply until we approached the island, climbing up the muddy edge to secure the boat to the crooked tree. I reluctantly took his callused hand to pull me up. “Why does it feel like you are?”

			“It’s not about you.”

			“What, then?” His gaze was intent as I stepped back to make some space between us. “Maybe I can help. Tell me what you need.”

			My laugh was desperate. How could he help me when he was the one who had me twisted in a knot? I worried that even if he answered my questions, I would end up hurt even more. But not knowing was killing me.

			“Have you ever kissed someone?” I asked, as we settled down on the red-and-cream blanket he’d brought for us to lie down on.

			“What?” His eyes widened. We’d never discussed this line of thought before. As if we both knew it could be dangerous to our friendship. “Why does that matter?”

			My heart sank. “Really? You won’t tell me? I thought we shared everything with each other.”

			“Yeah, I have,” he finally murmured, his cheeks reddening. It took a minute for his response to sink in, and then a hollow roaring filled my brain.

			“Who?” I asked, pretending to stretch back to look up at the cotton clouds drifting in the open sky.

			“Andrea,” he said reluctantly.

			Part of me knew it was coming. Still, the three syllables of her name took the air out of my lungs, a kick, a drop and then a punch. I wish it could have been some faceless person I couldn’t picture, or someone sweet and kind that I couldn’t bear to hate. But no, it had to be her. Andrea was my total opposite: modelesque, blond and green-eyed, and so cool that even my sister was into her. Meanwhile, I was still me.

			I needed to know more. Did the kiss with Andrea mean something? Had the silence between us meant something?

			Wes stretched out on his side, turning intently towards me and asked, “What about you?”

			“I’m sixteen,” I said, gauging his reaction. Even though I’d initially regretted kissing Billy after the taste of bubble gum and all-dressed chips permeated my mouth, suddenly I was glad for the experience. At least now Wes wouldn’t be able to leave me behind. “Well, yeah.”

			“You have?” he said, his voice halting in surprise.

			“What?” I asked. “Am I not pretty enough to be kissed?”

			He was taken aback. “Of course you are. It’s just, your parents are really strict.”

			I snickered. “Obviously I don’t tell them. Hey, Mom, I’m going to go and land one on Billy today after debate! Make sure you pack me a mint.”

			Wes didn’t seem amused at my joke. Instead, he was the one looking away and blinking. “He’s that smart kid on the debate team you told me about?”

			“Yup.”

			He picked at the loose threads in his jean shorts. “It happened more than once?”

			“Twice. You?”

			“Three times,” he replied. The words came out softly, but I felt them like an iron poker to my heart.

			“You win.” I stared at the sky through my sunglasses. The bright blue was muted into a grey and I let out a breath. “Is that why you were MIA until February?”

			“There was a lot going on then,” Wes said. I couldn’t look at him.

			“Did you like kissing her? Is she your girlfriend?”

			“It was fine,” he replied, shifting uncomfortably. “She’s not my girlfriend. Do you think I’d spend the whole summer with you if she was?”

			“I don’t know. I’ve never actually dated anyone.” I shrugged, not meeting his gaze.

			He turned to me, his eyes flaring. “I went out with Andrea to a party and then a movie. We kissed a couple of times, but after, I realized that I didn’t want to be that guy and stopped.”

			“What does that mean?” I swallowed.

			Tension drew his shoulders back. “It means that whatever that was, I ended it so I could keep talking to you. I don’t think another girl would be happy with how close we are.”

			“Oh.” My cheeks burned. “Why didn’t you tell me about it?”

			“I didn’t want it to be weird between us.” He squinted at the sun to avoid my gaze. A wave of tenderness washed over me, cleansing my defeat and anger that Andrea had gotten Wes first. I took off my sunglasses, popping them on the bridge of his nose. He’d forgotten his, and my eyes burned less in the sun. Without them, a halo seemed to emerge from Wes. “Besides, you can’t be mad at me. You said you also kissed someone.”

			“Yeah, I guess. It wasn’t how I expected.” I shrugged one shoulder. “It wasn’t anything like the books.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“It was wet,” I said. “And kind of mushy.”

			He laughed, but I couldn’t read his eyes through the sunglasses. “I guess that’s what kissing is?”

			“Sure,” I said. And then, because part of me was still stinging that he didn’t share what happened with Andrea, I added, “He was pretty good with handling a bra, though.”

			Wes let out a choking sound and my smile was victorious. “Why wouldn’t you date him, then?” he asked.

			I needed to be brave. Digging deep for courage, I said, “I don’t want to date him. I want to date someone else.”

			Wes looked out at the crystalline lake. “Ah,” he said, the word falling like a sinking pebble.

			My knees shook, but somehow I kept my voice level as I forced myself to ask the question that had taunted me all summer. “Do you think it would be different if we kissed?”

			He turned to me, his gaze intent, dropping to my mouth. “Yeah.”

			“What do you mean?” My pulse thrummed in my throat.

			“Of course it would be different.” His voice rasped and I knew what he meant. Together we’d be earthshaking.

			“Maybe we should try,” I challenged.

			“No.” Wes sat up, clenching his fists. “We can’t.”

			“Why not? Because of Andrea?”

			“Lia,” he said, looking straight at me. “Andrea isn’t special to me like that. You are.”

			Hot triumph coursed through me at his admission. I met his gaze head-on. “That sounds like we should kiss, then. Why not?”

			“Because we live so far away from each other. I don’t want to mess us up.” Wes crossed his arms as if to avoid reaching for me.

			A stubborn dandelion bloomed in my chest. He’d thought about this. It wasn’t one-sided, this longing that tugged me closer to him.

			“I don’t know what I’d do if I didn’t have you anymore. Not just here, this summer, but also the whole year. Knowing you’re there every day makes dealing with everything else so much easier,” he said.

			That was love, didn’t he get it?

			“For someone who reads romance novels, you’re so not a believer in happy endings,” I said.

			“Lia, those books aren’t ever going to be real. Almost no one ever gets a happy ending. I wish they were real. That’s why I read them.” I frowned at him, leaning closer. His breath hitched. “Besides, your parents would freak out if they found out. They were barely okay with you working with me this summer. Don’t think I didn’t notice how you jump to the other end of the yard the minute you hear someone approaching. You can’t even call me because your parents would hear. They wouldn’t let you come back next summer if they knew.” He dug into the one argument that he knew would get me. “I don’t want to worry about that, about you being taken away from me, not when I’m also worried about my mom and college and everything. I want things between us to be easy.”

			My chest banged with guilt as the sun drifted in and out of the clouds and the lake lapped at the island. I’d been so enveloped with how Wes wasn’t giving me what I needed that I forgot what was going on with him. “Wes, what’s going on with your parents? Is your mom’s health okay?”

			“Mom told me they’re still arguing over the settlement and custody terms. The first payment for the drugs is due at the end of August and I don’t know how we’re going to afford it. I overheard Mom talking to the bank, something about a reverse mortgage.” His sigh was heavy.

			“That’s awful, Wes. I’m sorry,” I said.

			“I told my mom I didn’t want to see my dad when we first talked about it a couple years ago, but apparently my dad is refusing to sign the papers unless there are some visitation rights.”

			“Why don’t you call him? Get a sense of what he wants?” I asked.

			He pressed his lips together. “I haven’t talked to him since my birthday. He mailed me an expensive watch, as if he could buy me. But what we need is money for Mom’s meds.”

			I gave a sympathetic huff. There was always a way to figure something out, reach a compromise that no one was completely happy with. I knew from my never-ending invisible navigations with my own family. Plus, a selfish part of me wanted him to visit his dad in Toronto. Because then he could also visit me.

			I stood up. “I want to see your watch.” When he didn’t move, I rolled my eyes. There was one foolproof way off the island. “Wes, I have to pee and I am not peeing on this island. Unless you want to hold the blanket up so I have some privacy. But it’s not my fault if it gets on your foot.”
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			When I emerged from the washroom, Wes stood there holding out his wrist for me to examine, his mouth set in a stubborn frown.

			I took his arm, inspecting the watch. The shiny metal band and the emblem of Omega decorated the timepiece. “This is an expensive watch. You could sell it if you don’t want it.”

			“It’s a guilt watch. He got my name engraved on it.” Wes scuffed his foot.

			I suppressed the urge to press the back of his hand against my cheek in reassurance. Releasing a long breath, I dropped his hand reluctantly. “You should call your dad and ask him why things are taking so long,” I said. Wes’s jaw tightened. “No, seriously. I’ll be right beside you and we can hang up or use my cell for prank calls if it goes poorly.”

			He gave me a faint glimmer of a smile as he pulled off the expensive watch, strapping his old Casio back on. “Like you’d do a prank call.”

			“I would if your dad was being an asshole.”

			“Fine,” he said, pulling out his cellphone. “I bet he won’t pick up.”

			We waited as the phone rang.

			“Wesley?” Wes’s dad said. His voice was deep and rumbling, not quite imposing, but certainly not welcoming.

			Wes froze, deer in headlights. I gestured encouragingly. “Hi, Dad. I was wondering if you had time to talk,” he said.

			“I’m at work, but yes, is it important?”

			I nodded emphatically, taking Wes’s hand in mine, giving it a light squeeze. “Yes,” he said. His shoulders climbed to his ears as he asked, “Dad, why aren’t you and Mom divorced yet?”

			“I shouldn’t be talking about this with you. Your mother doesn’t want you to be a part of our discussions, but I think you should be. Is it really so bad for you to see your old man a couple times a year?”

			Wes’s back stiffened. Maybe it would be, but it would be worse if his mom couldn’t afford her drugs. I shook my head.

			“Maybe not,” Wes said.

			“It’s only natural for a man to want to help shape his son,” Wes’s father continued. “It’s not like I’ve done anything wrong.”

			Other than cheating on his wife and abandoning his family, nothing at all.

			“You left us here alone, Dad.” Wes’s fingers tightened on the phone. I came closer to him, pressing my head against his shoulder to steady him.

			“I never wanted you to stay behind. You need to come to Toronto more often, broaden your horizons.”

			Wes’s neck tensed. I pulled out my cellphone, typing a message for Wes to read.

			“I think that could be something we can explore,” Wes said, reading off my phone. “Unfortunately, right now, I’m needing to work most weekends and after school to get set up for college.”

			“We can deal with that,” his father said confidently. “Tuition won’t be a concern for you, I’ve been doing well at work. We can chat about it when you visit me.”

			I typed frantically. This was big.

			Hope bloomed on Wes’s face, his shoulders coming down from his ears, but he kept his voice tight. “That sounds great, Dad. But we’ll need something in writing, you know, for Mom.”

			“Sure,” his dad said. “So what do you say to six weekends a year?”

			Victory surged in me. Being able to use my words to help Wes made me feel useful. Maybe one day I’d be able to do this for other people too.

			“Three,” Wes said.

			“Fine.” His dad sounded bored with the conversation. “I’ll have my lawyer send your mother an agreement.”

			Hearing his tone shifted my mindset. Maybe a small, optimistic portion of me had thought that Wes’s dad would be more like my own, instead of a shark walking on land. Maybe I’d made a mistake encouraging this reconnection.

			But after he got off the phone, Wes looked at me with appreciation, wiping away my worries. “Thank you,” he said, reeling me in by my wrist. “I can’t believe this might actually get sorted.”

			“I know,” I told him. “I have a good feeling about it.”

			“You make the hard things easier, Lia,” he said, smiling big, dimples in both cheeks.

			“I like helping you,” I said.

			“You’re incredible,” he replied. Wes pulled me closer to him, until his forehead came down to rest against mine, his arms around me, pulling me in by the small of my back. Our nearness crackled with electricity.

			He was so close that I could feel his breath on my cheeks. My eyes dropped to his mouth, the indent of his top lip. My heart pounded, blood rushing through me. Words couldn’t express how I felt about him.

			I leaned forward, breaching the barrier of atoms separating us. A snared vine in me released in relief as I brushed my lips against his. His arms locked tighter around me, his pulse picking up speed. I could feel his earlier reluctance melting away as he kissed me back. He tasted like fresh mint, with the faintest trace of sweet cherry candy. This was so different from anything I’d experienced.

			“Is this okay?” he murmured. I nodded swiftly, barely breathing. Longing pushed me closer, our tongues tangling, my hands digging into his hair, his grip tightening at my hips as he let out a desperate sound I’d never heard from him before. My thoughts evaporated. All I felt was Wes, all over me, his hands edging under my tank top, cool against the skin of my hot back.

			Our kiss didn’t feel friendship-ruining. It was inevitable, like the change of the tide with the moon. I shivered at the realization.

			Wes felt my tremble and pulled back, mistaking it for reluctance. “I’m sorry, I got carried away,” he said to my feet.

			I didn’t want to hear his apologies. My arms fell to my side as I untangled myself from him, the rush of air cool between us. “It’s okay,” I said. “I didn’t mind.”

			Widening my eyes, I willed him to understand that I wanted to do it again. And again and again.

			“Lia, we shouldn’t have done that.” He gulped. “It was a mistake.”

			My heart sank low under the sea until the high of the kiss was drowned with disappointment.

			He held my chin, applying gentle pressure so that I would look up at him. “You mean everything to me, Lia. I don’t want to mess things up and lose you.”

			“You wouldn’t lose me,” I said fiercely. “Nothing could make that happen.”

			“I want to believe that,” he whispered. “But everyone I know, their relationships have crumbled. I don’t want that to be us. Can we forget this ever happened? Can we just be friends?”

			I shook my head tightly, biting back the bile in my throat. I didn’t want to be just friends with Wes, where we went about our lives kissing other people.

			“There’s so much to worry about, Lia. I don’t want to worry about us too,” he whispered, his face twisting with agony. “Please don’t be mad at me. I’d do anything for you.”

			Except kiss me.

			“Fine,” I said darkly. “But I don’t want to hear again about how this was a mistake.” I blinked back hard, to keep the sting of moisture behind my eyes.
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			PRESENT DAY

			July

			My table lamp is still on when the sun rises. The pillow is hard beneath my cheek. My book. I pry it off my face and wipe off a fleck of drool from the side of my lip. It’s six a.m. and the sun is battling to get through the window blinds and the larks are singing, begging me to get out on the bay. If I were a kid again, it’d be easy to hop into a boat without a care, but I have to work. A quick check of my email on my phone shows that I have two more zip files attached from Eleanor’s junior associate to review and summarize by this evening.

			I put my phone down. Everything can wait until I have my morning coffee. Today I brew it over ice and top it with extra cream. I go out to sit on the dock, and as I look for Wes, I try to ignore the anticipation in my step.

			I’m not surprised to find him already out in a lawn-green T-shirt, a red ball cap and rimmed sunglasses. An empty chair waits next to him on his dock. He’s expecting me. My heart flutters but I tell it to calm down. A coffee chit-chat in the morning is polite neighbour behaviour.

			“You’re still an early riser,” I say as I take the deck chair next to him, facing the water. The glints of light flick off the soft ripples, kissing Wes’s cheekbones and the arch of his nose.

			“Old habits die hard,” Wes says, scratching the back of his neck. It’s a simple gesture, but my eyes catch on the fold of his knuckles, the lines of veins on his hands, the way the muscles of his arm bunch. “Mornings are the best part of the day, anyway.”

			I hum in acknowledgement. “It’s bright today.” I squint. “My eyes hurt from reading all night.”

			“What did you read?”

			“The Viscount Who Loved Me,” I say, turning pink, shielding my eyes from the sun.

			His wry laugh tells me he remembers too. Then there’s darkness against my eyelids and a light pressure on my head. He’s given me his hat. The familiar faint smell of sunscreen mixed with rain washes over me.

			He’s studying me when I open my eyes. “Better?”

			“Yeah. Thanks.”

			I look back out towards the waves. The water is high today, higher than I remember. I feel the sway of the current on the dock.

			I realize I’m biting my lower lip when Wes asks, “What’s going on?”

			Opening us back up has the potential to ruin me again. I pause, debating how much I want to divulge. But what comes out, layered with the fatigue of a never-ending inbox is, “Do you ever feel like you’re on a train and can’t get off?”

			“Hmm.” He leans back against his chair, eyes unreadable underneath his sunglasses.

			When he doesn’t answer further, I backtrack. “Sorry, that’s heavy for the morning.”

			“No, it hit a little close, that’s all,” he says, thrumming his fingers against the armrest. Then they still, a wry smile twisting his lips. “That’s how I felt. Until I got in the conductor’s seat and crashed the train.”

			“What do you mean?” I lean forward in my seat, a pit growing in my stomach. I’ve always been crash averse, always fearful of the consequences. But Wes somehow crashed the train and he not only survived, he seems happier for it.

			He pulls off his sunglasses, meeting my intent gaze. I nod for him to continue.

			“Well, after I finished my business degree, as you know I went to work for the same company as my dad. Nepotism and all that worked in my favour for once.”

			“And you climbed up the ranks,” I guess. Wes had always worked hard.

			“I did. A bit of elbow grease, grabbing drinks with the guys, the whole thing. I wanted to fit into that world, you know.”

			A little sliver of ice wedges into my chest as I nod. I do know.

			“It’s wild how quickly time seems to slip away,” Wes says. “I was leading this big deal between two massive tech companies. If I did it well, I would get a promotion, my MBA tuition paid and a massive bonus. But god, the teams on those companies had such sticks up their asses. They both had so much to gain if they just worked together, but all they cared about were the small wins. If they would get this share or this person on the board.”

			I hum in acknowledgement. The grind to the top, the pressure to make everything a win, and dealing with personalities that make my head hurt. What he’s saying hits too close to home.

			“I hadn’t taken a vacation in ages; my girlfriend at the time didn’t seem to care. She was planning her trip to Aruba with my bonus while I was working insane hours, having to pretend to enjoy after-hours drinks with the guys. An intern was out with us one time and one of the CEOs got handsy with her. I told him to let her go. I was called in for a meeting the next day. They were going to kick me off the deal.” His voice turns savage. “I quit and reported it to HR. My dad didn’t think I should have said anything. And my girlfriend broke up with me after I left the firm.”

			The inappropriate CEO, a common story, but it hits somewhere tender. All the times I’ve smiled glibly when a boss says something offensive to me or a co-worker. I’ve forced myself to be immune to it, to ignore the pinch when my colleagues turn the other way for the sake of their careers and the guilt when I do the same to protect mine. But Wes wouldn’t. Wes didn’t.

			“All of that sounds hard,” I say, putting my coffee mug down. But my ears echo, girlfriend at the time. Does he have a girlfriend now?

			“What part? The quitting? That was the easiest thing I’ve ever done. My breakup? It was easy to let go of someone who didn’t love me without all the bells and whistles.” Wes scoffs, his voice wrangled in a way I’ve never heard. “What’s hard is now. I figured out what I’m not, but now I have to figure out what I am.”

			“What do you mean?” I ask.

			“I’ve spent so long becoming the person I thought I should be. Successful, driven at first, until I realized I had lost myself at the end. I’m scared to go back there, to be far away from home and forget where I came from again.”

			“I understand,” I say, closing my eyes. When I open them, he’s looking at me like I’m his oracle, the way he used to when we were younger. Something in me shifts, and for a moment, I become the brave girl I used to be. “That time wasn’t wasted, Wes. It’s a journey, figuring out who we really are. You need to do what feels right to you, but don’t make a choice based on fear.”

			A small, sad smile curves his lips. “Is that what you did?” Our gaze catches for a heartbeat, and then I drop my eyes to the planks of the dock. I chose the harder path, contorted myself into who everyone needed me to be, trying to be the glue keeping our family together. “You used to want to make a difference,” Wes said.

			He’s right. I spent college volunteering with legal aid and then did internships in family law.

			I’d loved it. Helping families split amicably, in a way that didn’t leave the ends raw and ragged. Navigating resources and entitlements for those barely keeping steady in a turbulent world. But as my mother put it, knowing so much about people’s private business, about the dark side of humanity, would cast its own shadow on my future. Family law could be well-paid, but the parts that I loved meant that I would never be wealthy, would never reach the pillars of financial success that my parents aspired to for me.

			When Gold & Wright offered me a summer position the last year of law school, my father’s wan eyes came back to life. I had to say yes. And then when they offered me an articling position and a full-time job, I couldn’t say no to the guarantee of future success.

			My parents had come to the country with nothing, dreaming of security. They passed on a need to always do more and be more. I thought that throwing myself into work would make them happy. But now I’m here, no end in sight, my father gone and my mother constantly wanting more from Mel and me. We’ll never be enough for her. My efforts are for naught.

			The bay mists in front of me. I blink back a tear.

			“I’m sorry,” he backtracks. “I didn’t mean—”

			“To imply that what I do has no meaning?” I force a laugh into my voice. He’d probably been working in a glass tower parallel to mine. So high up that we couldn’t see what really mattered anymore.

			Wes’s hand twitches as if to reach out to me, but before he does, a rumble courses through the dock.

			Ciji jogs up in her Converse shoes, jean shorts and a mustard tank top that probably skirts the edge of the school dress code. “Good morning,” she calls. The wind tosses her hair and a glimmer of a smile plays on her lips. I let out a sigh of relief. At least some of her angst has cleared since last night.

			“Hey, Ciji,” I say, swallowing down my bubbling emotions. Wes pulls his worried gaze from me and smiles at her.

			“Can a friend come over for dinner today? After tutoring,” Ciji says.

			My parents would never have let me have friends over on a school night, especially not if I had just failed a course. But I’m not them, and maybe it would be good for Ciji to be distracted while her mother recovers from surgery. I reply, “Sure. As long as they’re not staying too late. It is still a school night.”

			She rolls her eyes so hard I’m surprised they don’t fall out. “We’re just going to hang out and stuff. It’s fine.”

			“Okay,” I say, looking back at Wes for reassurance.

			Ciji follows my gaze, her smile warming as she turns to him. “You can stay for dinner too, if you want.”

			“Maybe.” Wes’s gaze is clouded as he hesitantly glances back at me. Somehow, I manage to appear impassive, even though part of me is clamouring for more, more, more of his company. The rest of me wants him—and the reminder of what I’ve lost—gone.

			“You’re welcome to join,” I say.

			His eyes clear. “I’ll plan for it, then.” Wes unravels from the chair, stretching up. I don’t let myself look at the golden gap between his shirt and the glinting button that tops his shorts, but I can’t stop from watching him as he walks away. He holds his back straighter now than he did when he was a teen, and I wish I could walk towards my future with the same courage.

			“Thanks, Lia,” Ciji says, her tone unusually soft. She shifts her gaze so I can’t catch her eyes.

			Thinking she’s worried about her mom, I stand up to place a reassuring arm on her shoulder, but she immediately stiffens and pulls away. I examine her, trying to understand what’s going on, but she’s as mysterious to me as the bottom of the ocean.

			“Your mom’s surgery will go well,” I try to reassure her. And as her neck bows down, I can see I’ve hit the mark. “Can I walk you to the bus?”

			“Sure, whatever,” she says, trying to cover up the feelings she won’t share with me. I walk her silently to the bus and wait for her to be picked up, even though I’ll be late for my meeting.
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			At the end of our call, Eleanor says, “Don’t you love what we do? The sense of accomplishment makes you feel so alive.”

			“Absolutely.” My wide grin hurts my lips. After an hour spent reviewing my latest shareholder agreement draft, the last thing I feel is alive. All I feel is the call of sunshine, wind, fresh grass and tossing waves.

			When Eleanor finally disconnects, my smile fades. I’m starting to think it wasn’t worth cancelling my PTO for this.

			I text the only person who I know gets it.

			
				Norah: No way does work make me feel more fulfilled than lounging, E is out to lunch

				Lia: I shouldn’t regret taking on this project right?

				Norah: You’re efficient. You’ve got this. But also get your ass out of the house and enjoy your summer

				Lia: Ugh I just GOTTA keep pushing through

			

			Norah’s words keep ringing in my head as the transactional information in front of me becomes nonsense. My brain is still outside on the dock, stuck on the idea that what I’m doing here inside doesn’t matter. Not in the grand scheme of things. I check my phone again and again. No updates yet on Shehla. Waiting while trying to work is its own kind of agony. I text Mel.

			
				Lia: Any updates on Shehla?

				Mel: No, not yet

				Mel: You doing ok with Ciji??

				Lia: Yeah. Guess I am

				Mel: Figures. Everything comes easy for you

			

			I put my phone down. Nothing comes easy for me. For the last decade, it’s felt like I’m in a constant battle against all my doubts and fears. Before, when we used to come up for the summers, the weeks spent in the sun always seemed to wipe those fears away. Time with Wes and Mel, with the water lapping against the shore, so far away from any worries about the future.

			I quickly compile files that Eleanor’s assistant sent over, summarizing as if I’m an automaton, and send them back. I stare at my email. Refresh. Nothing. It’s a sign. Especially now that my stomach is rumbling. A quick perusal of the fridge shows me it is mostly stocked with frozen curries and samosas and sandwich materials, which is fine, but I feel weird defrosting food or making sandwiches to serve an unknown guest. Usually, the idea of cooking makes me balk, but I want Ciji’s night to be successful. Especially with the surgery today.

			But I need to get ingredients. The quick way to go about it would be to force myself into Shehla Auntie’s car and drive ten minutes to the general store. But the forty-minute walk or twenty-minute paddle are solid alternatives. The waves are sparkling outside and I haven’t had a chance to take a boat out in years. I rub my hands together, already feeling the cool wind gliding over my skin. This is the best idea.

			I change out of my Zoom-appropriate work blouse into a tank top and yoga pants and slather myself in sunscreen. Unlike my mother, whose internalized racism makes her worry about tanning, I’m more wary of premature cancer.

			After wasting money on inflatable tubes that tore after a few uses, my parents never ended up buying anything more solid because we had free rein in the Forests’ garage. I still remember the entry code from punching it in so many times. Luckily, I’m spared from having to break and enter when I find Wes lying in the backyard on a lounge chair, his baseball cap pulled low over his eyes and a well-worn pink book cradled in his hands. I stand above him, waiting to see if he’ll notice the shade. He’s engrossed. His capable fingers turn another page, but it’s stuck to the one below so he brings his fingers to his lips to wet them. I’m tempted to stand and watch, but the sane part of me reaches out, poking him in his bicep to get his attention. His firm bicep, lightly toasted from the sun.

			“What are you reading?” I ask, breathless when he looks up.

			His lips twist into a knowing smile, as if he’s been expecting me here all along. “You inspired me. I haven’t read one of these in ages.”

			“I probably should read some new ones, but I forgot my e-reader.” Books, physical copies with crumpled pages and cracked spines, feel like magical relics. That’s why I prefer digital now. Sterile and electronic. So different from the way I used to read with Wes, giddy to share my favourite scenes. My pages bookmarked, his dog-eared.

			“I have some new books you could borrow.” Wes stands, gesturing to his house. Something about tracing my fingers on his books seems dangerously intimate. The fact that he’d let me scares me even more. I swallow.

			“Actually, I was wondering if I could borrow one of the kayaks or something. I thought I’d go by the general store. Pick up something for dinner.”

			“You’re not driving there?” He studies me, trying to excavate a secret.

			I gesture to the water. “I want to get onto the bay. It’s been too long.” It rings true enough.

			“I’ll come with you. We could take out the pedal boat.” He exhales, eyes widening hopefully. “Let’s go, Lia.”
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			12 YEARS AGO

			August

			It was such a relief when Ms. Forest signed the amended divorce agreement a couple weeks later. Wes’s father had promised support for college, Ms. Forest had access to a subsidy for her medication, and all for the cost of Wes spending three weekends a year with his father. Selfishly, the thought of seeing Wes in Toronto made me giddy.

			Meanwhile, we didn’t kiss again or talk about it for the rest of the summer. Whenever I tried to bring it up, Wes would change the topic.

			Still, I stopped flirting with Jake. A new awareness filled the air when Wes and I were together. My eyes would catch on the dip of his collarbone and his hands would pause a moment too long on mine when he helped me up from the boat. But as the end of summer drew closer, I became more frustrated. We were stuck in limbo, even if Wes would be coming to the city this year.

			“So, you two?” Jake asked me as we weeded a garden, while Wes mowed the backyard.

			“No, we’re just friends,” I said, yanking furiously at some unruly ivy.

			“Just friends, my ass,” Jake scoffed. “My sister will kill me for telling you this, but he’s an idiot.” He threw a pile of uprooted weeds into a garbage bag.

			That didn’t sit right with me. “He’s probably the smartest person I know.”

			Jake choked out a laugh, as the buzz of the lawnmower clipped off. “That’s exactly why he’s an idiot.”

			Wes rolled the lawn mower towards us. “Who’s an idiot?”

			“Me,” Jake said, resting his elbow on my shoulder. “Juma here was telling me to look her up next time we go down to Toronto. I should have been doing that all along.”

			Wes stiffened. “Sure. Lia, Jake and I can finish up here if you wanted to go get the boat out? I’ll meet you there.”

			I nodded as Wes restarted the lawn mower. He pushed it to the other side of the yard, brow furrowed tightly.

			Jake winked at me.

			“Why are you goading him?” I asked Jake. “Shouldn’t you be trying to help your sister?”

			Jake’s laugh was tinged with bitterness. “Trust me, she doesn’t need any help.” He gave me a steady look. “Besides, if I can’t ask out the girl my best friend is obsessed with, the least I can do is help them get together.”

			My heart lifted with hope that Jake’s meddling would help Wes see sense. “In another world, I would say yes to going out with you.”

			Jake’s smile was wicked. “I know.”
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			The end of August came as swiftly as a thunderous summer shower. Like the year before, Wes invited Andrea, Jake, Mel and me over the night before we were set to head home. His mother suggested a barbecue this time around, but the sky had other ideas.

			Wes was inside seasoning the vegetable skewers that Mel and I had brought over. The rest of us were clustered around a picnic table in the backyard. Ms. Forest wasn’t home; she’d taken an extra shift for some sweet overtime cash. Ever since starting her new meds Ms. Forest seemed back to her Energizer Bunny self.

			I’d made it my new goal to get on decent terms with Andrea. No one could be all bad. Maybe my dislike was unfounded. She was Jake’s sister and Wes’s friend, after all. Except she seemed to have the opposite agenda.

			“Should we have added more peppers to the skewers?” I asked.

			“I’m not a fan of pepper,” Andrea said, crossing her arms.

			“Well, we have some zucchini at home we could grill instead, I could go grab them?” I said.

			“Ugh, I hate zucchini,” Andrea said.

			Jake gave her a look. “Why did you insist on making zucchini noodles yesterday instead of pasta?”

			“The calories,” Andrea said, letting out a spurt of light, catty laughter that instinctively made me recoil.

			Mel stood up. “I’m going to go grab them. We might as well cook them.” Mel had confided that two weeks ago, she and Andrea had made out again in the staff lounge after closing and gotten to second base. But the next day, Andrea pretended nothing had happened.

			“Well, I’m going to go take a deuce,” Jake said. I muffled my laughter as Jake turned towards his sister. “All those noodles from yesterday have really worked their way through my system.”

			“RIP the Forests’ toilet,” I said, getting a smile from Jake. Andrea’s frown grew deeper.

			This was my opportunity to clear the air, now that Mel and Jake were gone. Andrea kept trying to avoid my gaze, tapping her foot, but the time of cowering in the presence of the popular girls was over.

			“What have I done to you to make you hate me so much?” I asked her frankly before she could escape.

			“You’re not someone I need in my life.” She let out a heavy sigh and then turned her unforgiving jade eyes on me. “People like you come here, take advantage of my town and then leave.”

			“I’m not here to take advantage. I’m Wes’s friend.”

			“You’re distracting him from real life. You have him dreaming of going to the city and leaving us here.” She examined her manicured nails pointedly. From what Jake had said, their mother had fallen in love with a city boy, but he’d left her and the kids when opportunity called. This wasn’t the same thing.

			“And isn’t that his choice if he wants to leave?”

			“This is what I’m talking about.” She turned her piercing gaze on me, and I shrunk beneath it. “He doesn’t see how selfish you are. The way you’ve gotten his father involved again, forcing him to the city, making him want things that aren’t real.”

			“I was just trying to help,” I said.

			She shook her head brusquely. “All you’re doing is adding stress, and he doesn’t see it because you’re a summer novelty.”

			“What does he need, then?” I asked. Doubt pricked the back of my neck.

			Andrea rested her arms forward on the picnic table. “He needs someone who gets all the shit he has to deal with from his family. Someone who doesn’t add pressure. Someone who understands where he comes from and doesn’t encourage dreams that aren’t possible.”

			“Someone like…you,” I said slowly, shifting on the wooden bench. She was such a hypocrite, toying with Mel while claiming a destiny with Wes.

			“Well, yeah.” Andrea smiled, shaking her head as if her conclusion should be obvious.

			Her self-righteousness fanned my fury. I gathered my courage, taking a deep breath to steady my voice. “Why are you messing around with my sister, then?” Andrea gaped at me, mouth opening and closing. I’d finally stunned her speechless. “Maybe you’re scared to dream of something impossible,” I continued.

			“You don’t know what you’re talking about,” she hissed, eyes narrowing.

			The screen door jangled like someone was trying to open it from the inside. I jumped up to open the door. Wes was carrying a platter laden with burgers, buns and the vegetable skewers.

			“Let me get that.” Andrea crept up behind me, taking the platter from his hand. “Jake and I brought coolers. Let’s drink them while we grill.”

			The pointed look she gave me was clear. I bring the fun. You bring the vegetables.
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			Storm clouds were brewing by the time the others were a couple coolers in. Rain broke through the thick humidity and the awning only had room enough for Wes and the barbecue to stay dry.

			“I don’t mind a little rain, I’ll stay with you,” Andrea said when Wes asked if everyone wanted to go inside. “Besides, I haven’t seen you much this summer.”

			“You’ve been seeing a bunch of me,” Mel sniped.

			Andrea ignored her, approaching Wes and curling her arm over his shoulder possessively. Wes didn’t move away, as if he was used to her touch.

			My gut roiled. Sure, Wes and I had kissed but she’d kissed him too. Multiple times. I glanced at my sister meaningfully, but she didn’t notice. Instead she stared at where Andrea was touching Wes, jaw tight. “I’ll stay too,” she said.

			Jake nudged me with his elbow. “Did you want to go inside?”

			“Let’s go.” I couldn’t help but respond to his mischievous smile.

			Andrea looked gratefully at her brother as I followed him indoors, but I could feel Wes’s gaze boring into my back.

			The pitter-patter of the rain picked up as Jake and I sat at the kitchen table near the back door. “You look like you could use a drink,” Jake said, passing me a sweating cooler. The pink watermelon embossed on the label seemed harmless.

			“Thanks,” I said. I didn’t know if I was thanking him for pulling my jealous gaze away from Andrea, for his company or for the fruity fizz with a warm bite that I was now gulping down. I could be fun too. Even if I’d already rationalized sneaking straight upstairs when I got home so that my mother wouldn’t be able to smell anything on my breath.

			“Anytime,” Jake said, stretching back and draining his bottle. He grinned broadly, and for a moment, I appreciated his easy handsomeness and the lightness with which he approached life.

			“Too bad I didn’t meet you first,” I joked.

			His green eyes glittered. “We could always redo our first meeting.”

			I angled my head, taking him in. An awareness passed between us, a sliver of what could have been tinted with the faint haze of alcohol.

			The screen door opened, disturbing the charged air.

			“Wes insisted we come inside because we’re soaked,” Mel complained. Andrea followed behind her, defeated. Her gaze dipped quickly towards Mel’s damp pink tank top before the screen door slammed shut.

			Mel’s eyes zoomed in on me. “You’re drinking?”

			“I thought I’d try it,” I said, taking a defiant swig.
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			Wes found us in his basement. He was holding a gigantic platter filled with burgers and skewers, and his hair was slick with rain. “I got everything cooked,” he said. “Ready to eat?”

			After dinner, we all settled around the television. The girls won the movie pick again, choosing another rom-com. I purposely sat at the edge of the couch, Mel next to me and Wes next to her. In a brief intermission, Mel ran to use the washroom and Wes slid beside me. He’d changed out of his damp T-shirt, but his hair had dried in a funny way that made me want to smooth it down.

			“I didn’t know you drank,” he whispered when Mel returned and turned the television back on.

			I’d worked my way through a second cooler, this one labelled “orange burst.” My face grew hotter and my heart grew number the more I drank. I thought I liked the feeling.

			“Doesn’t everyone?” I intended to laugh lightly, but it came out as a cackle that had the others side-eying me. But I was focused on Wes. His grin was soft in the movie lighting, but Andrea’s words kept echoing in my head. A novelty. I shook it off. She didn’t know anything.

			Finally the movie moved on to the credits, and I called out to the room. “Should we play some sort of game? Maybe poker? Or cheat?”

			Andrea let out a scornful laugh. “Cheat? It’s like you’re twelve.”

			“Hey,” Jake said, fake wounded. “Cheat’s my favourite game.”

			“What about Truth or Dare?” Mel sat up, eyes glittering.

			“I’m easy,” I said with a nonchalant shrug, getting a burst of laughter from Jake and a frown from Wes.

			“Maybe this isn’t the right crowd for Truth or Dare,” Andrea said. “It’s too many siblings. What about Never Have I Ever? Whoever has done the thing has to take a sip of this.” She reached into her bag and pulled out a mickey of Smirnoff. “I’ll start. Never have I ever spent an evening doing Kumon.”

			Mel drank and reached over Wes to pass me the mickey. I took a tiny sip, coughing as the harsh liquid burned down my throat. Wes silently handed me his water. I’d never had hard alcohol before. It was vile and I hated it, but I plastered a smile on because that’s what fun Lia would do.

			“It’s disgusting,” Wes whispered into my ear.

			“It’s not so bad,” I lied and then looked at Andrea. “Never have I ever made out with a girl,” I said. Andrea’s eyebrows rose. I cocked mine back at her.

			Everyone except me took a sip. Jake’s breath escaped him in a hiss and Wes tensed next to me as the mickey was passed around.

			I tried to ignore the jab in my chest when I thought of Wes and Andrea together.

			Wes tilted his head towards me. “Never have I ever drank the amoeba-filled lake water.”

			None of us took a sip, and Andrea and Jake looked puzzled.

			“Never have I ever been up the CN Tower,” Jake said.

			Mel and Wes drank and passed it to me. I took the tiniest of sips and then, when Andrea gave me a look, another larger swallow. The game started to become a fuzzy spiral, in between gulps of vodka. We cracked open a second bottle when the first finished in dregs down my throat.

			“Never have I ever smoked pot,” I said. Everyone but me drank.

			“Never have I ever kissed a boy,” Jake said with a smirk. Andrea, Mel and I took burning swigs from the mickey.

			I was starting to feel woozy and sleepy, leaning into the couch and Wes. My brain fizzled as the game continued around me.

			“Never have I ever been in debate club,” Andrea said pointedly and tossed me the mickey. My fingers fumbled trying to open the lid.

			“My mom’s going to get home soon,” Wes suddenly announced. I realized I was propped up against him, breathing in fresh pine. “You guys should probably get going.”

			“Lia still owes us a drink,” Andrea said.

			“Cut it out,” Mel said sharply. “Lia, can you get up?”

			I dragged myself upright, stumbling upstairs. My head spun as Andrea and Jake got ready to go.

			“I’m going to go home and make sure my parents are asleep and come back for Lia,” Mel said to Wes once Jake and Andrea had left. I slumped onto the floor, my head heavy.

			Wes dropped onto his knees next to me, handing me a glass of water. “You okay? That was a lot of alcohol.”

			“The rest of you drank more,” I said, draining the glass.

			“We’ve drunk before,” Wes said. The only tell he’d had anything at all was the colour in his cheeks. I frowned and moved to stand up. Maybe if I drank more often, I’d be more fun.

			“What are you talking about?” Wes asked. Apparently, I’d said that aloud.

			“Oh.” I pondered, my brain firing on the one remaining cylinder that wasn’t soaked in vodka. “I gotta pee,” I said, surprised as all the liquid hit my bladder with the force of a firehose. I lurched as I stepped in the direction of the washroom, and Wes followed me, waiting outside the door.

			“Are you alright in there?” he called.

			One thing I decided I liked about vodka was that I didn’t feel self-conscious that Wes was probably hearing the stream hitting the toilet bowl in a gush.

			“I’m fine,” I said as I flushed and washed my hands. My reflection looked different. My eyes were glazed and bewildered. I guessed this was what fun looked like. But now the numbness was wearing off and anxiety was creeping in. How was I going to get home? Did Wes think I couldn’t handle myself?

			“At least you didn’t vomit,” Wes said, laughing, as I opened the door. He was leaning against the opposite wall, his grin open and relaxed in a way that made my ribs lock into a vise. Andrea was right. Wes needed someone easy and I wasn’t sure how to be that person. “Are you alright?” Wes asked when I stumbled forward. He caught me, his arm encircling my back. I let my head rest on his shoulder. “You haven’t seemed like yourself today.”

			“I wanted you to see me as someone you could be with,” I said, honesty falling out of my liquored lips. “Sometimes I wish I was more. Better. The type of person who’d take your breath away like in the books.”

			He swivelled me so I faced him, so close that when I met his eyes, it felt like diving into the bay.

			“I like you the way you are,” he said, his arms firm, holding me upright.

			My breath tight, I rose to my tiptoes, brushing my lips against his. Wes froze against me. “Do you, though?” I asked mournfully. “You don’t seem to like me the way I like you.”

			He half laughed. “Lia, sometimes I feel like I like you enough for both of us.”

			“I don’t believe you,” I challenged. His heartbeat thundered, matching the race under my ribs. I pushed in closer and then held still, his breath hot against my lips. “Prove it.”

			Wes’s eyes darkened and he tipped forward, sealing my lips against his, breaking a dam. Our hands flowed everywhere in a drunken fever, mine under his shirt, the feeling of his smooth skin making them shake, his hands down low on my back, under the waistband of my shorts until there was no space separating us. The alcohol loosened a feeling of desperation in me, and it echoed in the firmness of his grasp on my hips, in his rough exhales. More, each kiss seemed to ask. More, the answer was passed back and forth in the press of our lips against each other. We would never have enough.

			Suddenly Wes pulled away, cold air rushing in between us. I stared at him as he breathed harshly. “Your sister,” he whispered.

			“Lia? Are you ready to go?” Mel called from the entryway to the house.

			“Coming,” I replied, foggy-headed. My fingers brushed my lips, finding evidence of the kiss in the sensitive skin. “Does this change anything?” I asked, as he guided me to the front door.

			“We’ll talk tomorrow,” Wes said, as we reached the door. “Get her home safe,” he muttered to my sister.

			Mel raised her eyebrows as she took us in. Our mussed hair, my shirt half off my shoulders, Wes’s swollen lips. I flushed and guarded myself against Mel’s inevitable comment. My sister, to her credit, said nothing. Instead she linked her hand in mine like I was a lost child and led me home.
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			Aside from feeling a little tired, the next morning was uneventful. My parents were none the wiser, since Mel knew all the tricks to come and go unobtrusively. Still, I was anxious, waiting for Wes to stop by before we left. My dad headed out at the crack of dawn and my mom was driving Mel and me in the afternoon. Every time there was a sound, I looked at the door, hoping it would be him. I delayed loading the car for as long as possible, pretending I had forgotten to pack and suggesting to my mom that we clean the kitchen one more time. We didn’t want to risk rodents while we were away, after all.

			Finally I gave up when my mom told me to get a move on so we would be home before sunset. Worry solidified in my throat. Wes probably wanted to brush our kiss under the rug. Maybe he wouldn’t even be in touch during the rest of the year. How could everything be going so wrong?

			My mom and Mel were playing Tetris trying to get all of the bags loaded into the cars when I finally spotted Wes loping across the lawn. He pressed a finger to his lips, and I silently followed him to his backyard where the willow tree would shield us from view. I leaned against the trunk. “Where were you this morning?” I asked.

			“My mom needed me to run some errands,” he said, cheeks pink. “I’m sorry, I know you guys have to go.”

			“Yeah, they’re finishing loading the car.” Our last discussion before I left for the rest of the year was going to be a mundane one. My heart sank as we stared silently at each other.

			Finally Wes broke the air. “I wanted to talk to you before you left.”

			“Okay,” I said. Even with the alcohol fogging last night, whenever I closed my eyes, I still felt his mouth pressed against mine.

			He bit his lower lip, leaning over me as he pressed his hand up against the trunk. My pulse skittered at his closeness. He said, “I like you, Lia. You know that when we kiss it means something, right?” His throat bobbed, and I realized then that he was nervous, just as nervous as I was.

			“It does?” I asked, frozen. His eyes were lightning as his hands fell to my waist and mine rose to his shoulders. The invisible string holding us together tightened. We were eye to eye, nose to nose.

			“Can we?” he whispered, asking for permission, but for what, I wasn’t sure.

			I nodded. His gaze was on my lips, his breath fast. I willed him to fall forward, to place his lips against mine and to tell me we were on the same page, finally.

			“Lia?” my mother called faintly. “Where are you? We have to go.”

			“I need to leave,” I told Wes, reluctantly pulling away. “We’ll see each other this year though. Soon.” Then, on impulse, I added, “I won’t kiss anyone else.”

			“I won’t either,” he vowed.

			My mother called again. Before she could find us under the willow tree and stop us before we began, I ran to the car. All the way home, I stared out the window as the trees became fields and fields became crowded highway, and I replayed our kiss. It felt like a promise.
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			PRESENT DAY

			July

			I follow Wes up the lawn to his garage. When I almost trip over a stray root protruding from the ground, he grabs my arm to steady me. A hot charge passes between us, and when he releases me to enter the code, my skin feels changed.

			Clutter crowds the garage. Kayaks, floating tubes and a stack of life jackets litter the space over an interplay of old boxes and furniture. The nostalgic smell of lake and plastic washes over me.

			“The pedal boat should be here somewhere.” Wes shifts through boxes and old plastic lawn chairs at the back of the garage. “Aha.” He lifts the corner of a faded tarp, revealing a patch of the neon monstrosity.

			“That was buried deep.” I grip my elbows tightly.

			He lets out a harsh laugh. “Well, it hasn’t been unearthed in a decade.” This boat probably hadn’t been out since the last time we were in it together.

			I’m silent as I go to help him, moving the lawn chairs to the side as he pulls down the tarp. In sync, we lift the boat silently out of its premature grave, my fingers clenched tight on rough plastic. As we place it down, I notice that the steering gear is disconnected. We could paddle as much as we wanted, but we wouldn’t be able to set a steady course.

			“It’s broken.” My voice doesn’t sound like my own.

			“It’s an easy fix,” I hear Wes say, but his words seem to echo outside of me.

			The world starts to spin and no matter how hard I blink, my eyes burn. “Excuse me,” I choke as I stride across the yard towards my cottage, stopping underneath the looming willow tree.

			I should never have come back. I should never have left.

			Steadying myself, I place my hand on the thick trunk, my neck bowed over. The grief of everything I’ve left and lost rushes through me. Ten years ago, I had so much hope for the future. I had a whole family. I had Wes.

			And then I lost it all.

			“Hey. You okay?” A shadow comes up towards me. Wes holds my shoulder, turning me so that I’m protected from the blinding rays. My face nestles into his chest. I breathe in clean soap, salty skin and comfort.

			“I’m fine,” I rasp.

			I feel rather than hear the soft rumble of his incredulous laughter. His arms come around me tight. He’s pulling in all my fragments before I disintegrate. My tears now come in big, gulping cries that are muffled in his T-shirt. One of his hands strokes my hair in a soft, predictable manner, while the other rubs my back reassuringly. I time my breath to the movement of his hand.

			“You’re not fine,” he says. “We don’t lie to each other, Lia.”

			He’s only half-right. Our time apart has been a lie of omission.

			“It’s been too long. And now the boat is broken.” It’s not the whole truth, and it doesn’t describe everything I’m feeling, but he presses me closer. A breeze of pine fills the air, relaxing my tight lungs.

			“I know. It can be fixed, though.” The weight of his hand on my back anchors me.

			We’re silent as my breath calms. The shift comes for both of us at the same time. I’m aware of how his hands are exploring at the hem of my tank top, one of them stroking the sliver of skin between my top and my leggings and then sliding up the small of my back. His fingers leave dancing sparks on my skin.

			I let out a quick breath, allowing my lips to graze the side of his neck. We’re pressed together everywhere. He’s tense underneath me, like he’s warring with himself as he holds me. My brain goes white hot. It would be so easy to move into him, but I manage to stop myself, frozen still, unable to fully let go because it feels so good. So good to be held this way, warm, suffused in the fresh scent of forest and bayside breeze. When I look up, his deep blue eyes are dark with a question. All my cells are attuned to his fingers, pressing into my back like he doesn’t want to let go either. My skin is sensitive all over, sensation taking up every thought, pulling at my restraint. The familiar feeling of being on a train rolling without brakes, picking up more and more speed until the inevitable fiery conclusion.

			I pull away. “Thanks,” I say. I’m still keyed to him, the way he’s studying me, as if he’s putting together a puzzle where the pieces have been incorrectly jammed together.

			His arm drops away from me with a polite smile. Still, his care for me lingers in the imprint of his hug.

			I blink the moisture back from my eyes, shaking with the desire to unburden myself on him in all ways possible. “Sorry about that,” I breath out, roughly. “It’s hard being back here.”

			“Don’t be sorry,” he murmurs, his eyes unreadable as they meet mine. Only the harsh swallow of his neck and the clench of his fingers reveal he was affected at all.
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			Wes was mostly right. It wasn’t an easy fix, but it was doable. While I gather myself, he manages to reconnect the steering stick into the boat, strong, capable hands manipulating it until it controls the levers again. I stand off to the side, watching as Wes drags the boat into the water, trying to ignore the sense of comfort I’d felt in his arms.

			When he remembers to bring me a cushion for my seat, my heart flutters, even though I remind myself he would do that for anyone. But when he takes my hand to help me in, I feel his intense focus on our intertwining fingers.

			At first we’re quiet as we pedal, fighting against the rocky waves, my hold tight on the steering stick. The wind blows in our faces, as if trying to push us towards Secret Island. I refuse, staying on course. Whenever my eyes flit to Wes, his posture is languid, as if he’s totally at home on the boat with me. The only clue to his unrest is his furrowed brows, half-hidden beneath his Ray-Bans.

			“What I said on the dock the other day came off wrong,” he abruptly says, sitting up straight.

			“What do you mean?”

			He pulls his sunglasses off to look at me directly, squinting into the sun. “About your work. I know that you do a lot for the people you care about. The way you’re toughing things out with your cousin, the rest of your family. You did a lot for me too, you know.”

			I blink as the expanse in front of me shimmers. “I could always do more,” I say. “It never feels like it’s enough. Sometimes I wish I had time to pursue other things.”

			“You’re only one person,” he replies. “You can only do so much.”

			I swallow the lump down in my throat. “I know. Sometimes I feel stuck. After my dad died, I started supporting my mom financially. They paid my law tuition, after all. It feels like I owe them.”

			It’s strange talking to Wes about my finances. Growing up, he’d been so tightly pressed to find money, make money, that I rarely brought up the financial pressure that my family faced. It felt stupid to whine about scholarships and tuition to a boy whose mother was scraping by working retail.

			“Your dad must have left some savings for your mom,” Wes says. “It shouldn’t stop you from exploring other career options if that’s what you want.”

			“Not enough for the mortgage. Plus she likes to tell people what I do.”

			The wind calms. I let my hand trail the surface of the current, focusing on the cold in my fingertips to distract from the vulnerability gnawing at me.

			“You told me what your mom likes. What about you?” he asks. “Because it seems like now you’re trying to do anything but work.”

			I gesture outward. “Who wouldn’t want to be outside on a day like today?”

			Wes nudges me with his shoulder. “Don’t think you can distract me like that.” When I don’t answer, he continues, “Listen. I was helping my mom too.” A sad smile quirks his lips and fades as a passing cloud floats above. “That was part of the drive to stay at my job. The security, the money. The clout. It should have been everything.”

			“But it wasn’t.”

			He closes his eyes. “No, it wasn’t. That’s what I keep reminding myself now.”

			“And so, what about now?” I ask. “Do you know where you want to go? Are you going to stay or are you going to leave?”

			“I don’t know.” I almost don’t hear him over the splashing paddle. “I want to be here for my mom.”

			“You can have both, you know. You can leave and come back. There’s a way to find a balance,” I say.

			His arms tense, my eyes catching on sunlight dancing off the hair dusting his forearm. “Maybe we can both find a way to make that balance possible,” he says. I let the sun blind me so I can’t meet his appraising gaze.

			“So, when did you last see Mel?” I ask to break the tense rubber band between us.

			His forehead creases with my redirection, but this time he follows my lead. “I was a student teacher at her school last year.”

			“I see.” Mel told me none of this.

			“We’re going in circles,” Wes cautions. “Where do you want to go?”

			“What do you mean? I’m supposed to be up for promotion soon,” I say. “I’m moving forward.”

			“No, Lia,” Wes says, laughing. “You’re steering us in circles.” The current ripples around us, a revolving spiral.

			I straighten the rudder.

			He sobers. “The summer after I quit, I volunteered at the library here and it was like something clicked in my head. I started my master’s that winter. And then last summer when I was on break from school, I saw your aunt and Ciji next door. At first, I thought your aunt was your mom and that your family was finally up again. I was hopeful and went over to say hello. Your sister was up as well. She didn’t want to talk to me, but I wore her down and, eventually, she hooked me up with a placement at her school. I asked her to connect me with you, but she said it wasn’t a good idea,” he continues. His eyes are wide, open like the sky, and I can’t look away. “My world orbited around you for years, Lia. The thought that you were back, it was like a wake-up call. I remembered what was important. Now I’m trying to find a way to live true to it.”

			It’s how I felt too. Like a satellite with no gravity to ground it, being tugged up and away. Only I ended up floating out in space by myself.

			“I always thought we’d have another chance,” he says. “But I won’t push it, not if I’m out of line.”

			“It’s not out of line but…” Longing dries my words out in my throat. “But I’m looking for something serious with someone who fits in my life.”

			“And I don’t.” It’s not a question. His arm crosses over his broad chest as if to protect from injury.

			I hate to be the blade to cut him.

			“We were too complicated, Wes. It was too hard to make us work.”

			“That was then,” he says, his eyes a blue fire. “Don’t take the easy path, Lia. You said that, not me.”
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			12 YEARS AGO

			September

			I slipped back into the school year as if nothing had ever happened. Mel was applying to college that year and my parents were adamant that even if she loved acting, she should still get a degree in something professional. Engineering, nursing, social work or teaching were all acceptable.

			“It’s not that we want to stop you from doing what you love,” my dad said while we sat silently at the dinner table. “We just want you to have a secure living like a doctor or a lawyer.”

			“It’s a waste of all our hard work, otherwise,” my mother said.

			“Ugh, leave me alone.” Mel gave me the side-eye. “Lia will fulfill your dreams, anyway. You’ll get your precious lawyer.”

			My parents looked at me, their bickering ceasing as they took me in. Their diamond that wouldn’t crack under pressure.

			My dad sighed, rubbing his hands over his balding scalp as he turned back to my sister. “You are going to kill me with stress. We only want you to make choices that protect your future.”

			In response, Mel tossed her hair and strode off.

			Their advice sunk in, though. She found a five-year program at McGill that would certify her as a teacher and allow her a minor in drama. My relieved parents agreed to help supplement her student loans to cover her tuition. Mel paraded around self-satisfied, as if that had been her intent all along.

			Grade eleven was pretty much the same as the year prior—debate team, school and never-ending homework. Except, instead of instant messaging at night, Wes and I would text and even call. I had a new Razr and Wes had gotten a BlackBerry from his dad. To hide how much time I spent not doing homework, I fabricated extra essays and projects or told my parents that I needed to study more to keep up my grades. The extent of my falsehoods was unnecessary. My parents believed me.

			We never mentioned the kiss, but I felt that we were implicitly together. When Billy asked me to go to a movie with him, I blew him off. Zainab suggested that I go out with her and her boyfriend’s buddy if I wasn’t feeling Billy, but I declined. I had Wes, even if no one knew. Zainab still didn’t believe he was real.

			But I didn’t need to convince them. What Wes and I had was special. Far better than holding some sweaty guy’s hand in an overfull movie theatre. Wes and I were working our way through Laura Lee Guhrke’s backlog and had started sending each other page numbers of scenes of escalating undress. At night I couldn’t stop myself from replaying those scenes in my mind with Wes as the hero.

			In December Wes messaged me. After weeks of avoiding his father, he was finally coming to Toronto.

			
				Wes: My dad wants me to come before Christmas. I’m going to drive my mom’s car. Would you be free that Sunday?

				Lia: YES!

			

			I spent the week in a fever, planting my lie early: I was going to be hanging out with Zainab in the early evening to celebrate her birthday and get some holiday shopping done. I knew that telling my parents that Wes was visiting wasn’t an option. They preferred that our friendship was a summer blip in my otherwise orderly life.

			Even though I was dying to see Wes, he was apprehensive about having to stay with his father. “At least I get to hang out with you,” he said, during one of our whispered late-night calls. We both pretended my secrecy wasn’t because my parents didn’t approve of him.

			It felt like our reunion would never arrive. The first fall of snow came and went before our weekend. It was a miracle I made it through Friday prayers, dinner with my family, a monotonous Saturday of homework, and listening to my parents argue with my sister about her plans to go to a party that evening. “Be more like Lia,” my mother suggested. “Look at her working so hard, even on the weekend. She knows better than to waste her time with socializing and parties at your age.”

			I felt dirty, like an imposter, and avoided my sister’s eyes.

			Mel glared at me and stomped around in her UGGs until my parents eventually relented. On her way out, she poked her head in my door. “What are you doing tomorrow?”

			“Uh, the usual,” I told her, trying not to look shifty.

			“You’re going on a date or something, eh?”

			I shook my head emphatically. “No!”

			“Oh psh. Your secret is safe with me,” she promised, but her gaze was slippery in a way that made me keep my mouth shut. As much as I wanted to confide in my sister, I couldn’t. Too much was at risk.

			I pulled out Devil in Winter and bundled myself into bed, but somehow the story couldn’t keep my mind off the next day and all that it promised.

			Finally Sunday arrived. I spent the morning painstakingly tweezing my eyebrows and shaving my legs, even though there was no way my skin would be exposed to the near-freezing air. I stared at my closet for what felt like hours, debating my outfit. I settled on my most flattering black skinny jeans, a striped sweater and my heather grey cocoon coat. When I left home in the late afternoon, I felt like the coolest teen on the subway, swaying with the handrail as I rolled from Victoria Park to Bloor and then down to Dundas to meet Wes at the Eaton Centre, the mall downtown.

			My heart pounded as I emerged from the underground into Yonge-Dundas Square. The screens were dazzling, the Christmas tree in the centre of the square glittered, and lively crowds surrounded the buskers. Conversation mingled with the music of holiday hits. I weaved through the throng, the hurried shoppers growing more frantic as dusk and a dusting of snow arrived. Anticipation tightened my throat until I finally spotted Wes’s tousled blond hair. He was leaning against the wall next to the H&M.

			His cheeks were pink from the frosty wind, his hands tucked into the pockets of his half-unzipped, beat-up green jacket. He fit right in to the crowd, aside from the overwhelmed look in his eyes.

			“There are so many people here,” he said, when I reached him.

			It pushed me off-kilter to see Wes floundering. Was it wrong for me to tell him to come here? Was this a place he didn’t belong?

			“People-watching can be fun,” I said, pointing to a group of carollers in matching elf outfits.

			“That’s true. I saw a Santa doing push-ups at the base of an escalator.” He smiled, left dimple returning as he wiped away his nervousness. “But you’re the best person to see.”

			I grinned, a rush of happiness skating over me, and I impulsively threw my arms around him. The front of his coat was cold against my cheek, and he smelled of fresh air and detergent. He held me close; we were our own island in the crowded sea.

			Feeling completely safe in his arms, I forgot my anxiety about hiding his visit from my parents and my worry that we wouldn’t be the same without the magic of summer.

			“It’s kind of crazy to see you here,” I said, studying him. The usual freckles sprinkling his cheeks were faded, his creamy skin paler. Winter Wes. I’d never seen him before, but I liked him just as much as Summer Wes. I pulled him down the escalator into the crowd and stayed close, so as not to be separated. “So, how’s the weekend been? Your dad was okay with us hanging out today?”

			He lifted one shoulder. “Yeah. He’s busy with his girlfriend. He’s taking her to his Christmas work party this evening.” At my inquiring look, he continued, “I didn’t get an invite.”

			I hummed. “Well, maybe they don’t want kids at the party.”

			Wes shook his head. “The ‘whole family’ is invited,” he said, making air quotes with his fingers. “It doesn’t matter, anyway. I bet no one at work even knows he has a son.”

			His shoulders slumped with the sting of rejection. I hated this cloud over what should have been a joyful day.

			“Oh, Wes,” I said, as we passed a toy store with a line winding outside. “Was it at least okay to spend time with him?”

			“I guess so? I mean, we mostly sat in front of the TV so we didn’t have to make conversation.”

			“That…sounds survivable?” I said.

			“Yes, I suppose.” He looked lost. “I don’t know how to feel about him. Even if he says he wants me around now, he still left us.”

			Our conversation wasn’t fitting with the mall’s exuberant holiday cheer, so I pulled him towards the exit. The mall wasn’t the right place for us to be on our first day in my city together, anyway.

			We needed to find a magic place, somewhere like Secret Island.

			I dragged him down Queen Street, the lamps bright against the darkening sky. The red streetcar glided beside us, but I decided to walk. Wes was a windup toy, and the best way to uncoil him would be movement.

			I looked longingly at Wes’s hand before tucking my fingers into my pockets to protect them from the frigid air.

			“So, how’re you?” he asked.

			I let him change the topic and updated him on my sister’s latest antics and how Ciji had started daycare and became a viral vector.

			Tension slowly seeped out of his furrowed brows as we ambled towards Rooster Coffee. I’d developed a penchant for caffeine that year. It helped prop me up during the day when I was tired from messaging Wes all night. Meanwhile, he’d been drinking nasty instant coffee to stay awake for schoolwork after shifts at the grocery store. I wanted him to taste the good stuff.

			“Can I get you a latte?” I asked him, gesturing inside. The soft mood music and warmth invited us in.

			Wes grabbed a seat next to a shelf of plants with vines dancing on trellises. “I can grab it,” he offered. “My dad gave me some cash.”

			“Nah. We don’t need to bring your dad out on this date,” I said. As soon the word date came out of my mouth, I bolted to join the line.

			Was this a date? The question of what our relationship was loomed over me. It had been over three months since we’d kissed. What if I’d made this all up? I was scared to push the question now, especially because he seemed on edge.

			I returned to the table with two ceramic cups and a plate-sized cookie to share. Wes stared intently at his phone, his long fingers tapping on the miniature keyboard. He briefly looked up. “Nice, chocolate chip, my favourite.”

			“I know. Mine too,” I said, but he didn’t answer. I slid his mug towards him. “What’s up?” I prodded.

			“Andrea and Jake checking in on me,” he explained, reaching for his latte, attention still fixed on the screen.

			“Oh,” I said, as jealousy iced down my back. I shivered, taking a sip of my hot drink to fortify myself.

			“Are you cold?” Wes asked.

			I shook myself from my thoughts. “No. I’m fine.” We sat there in silence, the ambience of soft chatter and music at war with the spiralling in my mind. I barely tasted the cookie as I methodically scarfed down bites. Finally I couldn’t take it anymore. “Let’s play a game,” I said. “How about Truth or Dare?”

			“What are you going to dare me?” he asked, putting his phone down. “Drink a triple espresso so I stay up all night?”

			“A quadruple espresso,” I shot back before stilling my expression. “We could just do truths.”

			He nodded. “Hit me.”

			“What are you thinking about?” I asked, nudging his foot under the table.

			Wes looked up, but his eyes appeared distant. “That this is a damn good cookie.” His mind was clearly somewhere else, but I needed out of this friendship purgatory. I needed to know where we stood.

			“Wes, come on,” I said, imploring him back into the café with me. “I’m happy you’re here. I wish you lived here, even if you don’t, so I could see you every day.”

			He was quiet. The cozy café music hummed while I waited for him to respond. Finally his answering smile broke through the clouds on his face, warming my chest like a sunbeam. “I’m sorry I’ve been in my head. You’re my favourite person in the world and I’ve been counting down the days to see you, Lia.”

			“Really?” I said, breathless.

			“I swear.” His eyes were intent on mine. “Now it’s my turn. Do you really believe in happy endings?”

			“Of course I do,” I said, my neck burning.

			He reached his hand over the table to take mine, and as our fingers linked together, I hoped hard that he was finally giving us a chance.

			As we finished our treats, we spoke about everything. The books we’d been reading, the places we wanted to travel, the vague, shimmering hopes we had for the future.

			After, we strolled to Spadina, dipping into Mother’s Dumplings to stuff our faces with soupy, hot deliciousness, laughing as I taught Wes how to use chopsticks. With Wes’s full focus on me, the cloud on the day lifted. On our way to the subway, my heart and belly full, he pulled me by our linked gloved hands into a side street. The faint glow of rainbow holiday lights brightened the evening.

			“Where are we going?” I whispered breathlessly, but then he was nearing me, and all I could see was the soft white frost of his breath, his long lashes grey with snow.

			“I want to talk,” Wes said.

			A sharp shiver crawled up my spine. His hands came to my shoulders, holding me firm so I couldn’t avoid his resolved gaze. I couldn’t take rejection again.

			“Lia,” he said. “I’ve been thinking about you, about us, since the summer. You’ve been right all along.” He swallowed hard. “We’re more than just friends, we have been for a while. I don’t want to waste any more time. Do you still want me?”

			I nodded quick and then there was the soft relief of his lips on mine. The first was chaste, a clumsy press, an exploration. My hands reached for the collar of his jacket, tugging him with me as I backed up against the brick wall. The next kiss was a tangle, his breath a harsh exhale that curled into my lungs.

			All I could process was sensation. The cold against my back, the heat of Wes’s body pressed into my front, then again, the cold and heat of his lips. I shivered from the exquisite contrast.

			He kissed me and I kissed him back, again and again, lips and tongue and teeth in the alleyway, the chatter of the city crowd mere metres away.

			But I forgot about where we were. My focus was on Wes and my increasing need to envelop myself in his warmth. I was up on my toes pushing into him until I could feel our hearts thundering through the thick winter layers. I was finally getting what I wanted.

			Wes pulled back, face flushed with fever, eyes wide and dark, his hands wrapped almost involuntarily in my hair. “I didn’t mean for it to be like this.”

			“I think this is just how we are,” I said, jerking at the sound of children giggling as they passed us.

			He reluctantly let me go. “I wish I could spend the whole weekend with you.”

			“I know,” I said, reaching up to wipe off my tinted ChapStick from his mouth. He caught my finger against his lips, and I couldn’t help but reach up again to brush my mouth greedily against his.

			Wes let out an unsteady breath. “I don’t know if my dad will be home yet, do you want to come over?”

			My face dropped. “I can’t,” I said. “This is as late as I can stay out.”

			“Next time, then,” he said, fighting to keep his smile on. “Can’t believe I have to spend tomorrow with my dad.”

			His clear misery tweaked my chest. “Wes, if coming to see your dad is so hard, then don’t. Don’t do this on account of me. We can still be together, even if we only see each other in the summer.”

			“I want to see you more,” he said firmly, dragging the back of his hand against my cheek. “It can’t just be the summers between us.”

			I nodded, happiness shooting through my grin. Wes was finally seeing what we were. Something as combustible as an explosive and as enduring as a diamond, even miles apart.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 17
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			PRESENT DAY

			July

			As we approach the general store, the silence between us stretches taut. Wes ties the thick rope cord carefully around the dock cleats and wordlessly steadies me so I can pull myself up. I ignore the snap of heat that jolts through me at the contact. I shouldn’t have read those books last night. They put ideas into my head that don’t belong.

			The door chime of the general store is a rusty song. The bells must be older than I am. The layout is the same, the aisles with the smell of rubber and metal boating tools blending into shelves with overpriced groceries. The only differences are the new laminated counters, the sleek freezers and the lightbulb in the back left corner that has finally been replaced.

			We walk around, filling my basket with fresh produce, snacks and pasta. Bags weigh us down as we leave the checkout counter. Wes pauses as we pass the ice cream counter on the way out. A bored red-headed teen boy startles when he notices us, his pink bubble gum bubble deflating as he mutters. “Can I get you anything?”

			The large vat of chocolate mudpie catches my attention. Decadent, sugary, everything I want but don’t need. “I should be getting back to work,” I say, but my mouth waters, looking at the ice cream streaked with gobs of cookie dough and chunks of brownie.

			“I’ll have a double scoop of chocolate mudpie in a cup,” Wes tells the boy. “Thank you.”

			“You didn’t have to get that,” I tell him, as we walk on the crib dock back to the boat, the wood reverberating under our feet.

			“This is for me,” Wes says, straight-faced, scooping a big bite off a neon plastic spoon.

			“You’re not going to share?” I shoot him a look and he sees my eyes fall to the droplet of ice cream attached to his top lip. He smirks as he licks it away. I flush, staring out into the blue current, as if I wasn’t wondering what it would taste like if it was my tongue on his lip.

			After we load the groceries quickly into the pedal boat, we pull away from the dock and start drifting. Three loons have the same idea, floating in a gaggle next to us without a care in the world.

			I start to feel like that too, when Wes hands me the cup of ice cream. “Here,” he says, smiling crookedly, a challenge in his eyes.

			“Thanks,” I say and take a bite, keenly aware of how sharing the small spoon is so close to a kiss. I avert my eyes from his as I take another bite. Something about ice cream hits differently on the water. It’s both richer and more refreshing. “Do I have to go back to work?” I ask, a little wistfully.

			“Lia,” Wes’s voice is soft, his eyes softer when he looks at me. “Are you happy?”

			“What does it really mean to be happy?” I ask. There must be something that makes me happy. Maybe not my work. But the moments when I step out with Norah for a coffee. Or the summer mornings when I stop by the waterfront to watch the lake sputter against the concrete of the city and let myself feel completely at home. My dad was never able to enjoy such rest. “I have more than my parents did. So yeah. I’m happy. Does that answer your question?”

			“That sounds a bit like settling. Do you do anything just because you want to?” he says, as I hand the ice cream back to him, careful to avoid the interplay of our fingers.

			“We’re adults,” I say, gesturing to the bags in the back. “We can’t do things for the sake of wanting to do them. Even this, really, was for Ciji.”

			He doesn’t like my answer; a frown twists his lips. “Really? Our time together today was only for your cousin. You didn’t enjoy it?”

			“No, that’s not what I meant, I just mean…” I squirm under his piercing gaze and let the truth slide out. “This, today, spending time with you, being here. This was for me.”

			Satisfaction brims in his smile. “I know. It’s nice to hear it, though.”

			Heat jumps from his gaze to mine. Blushing, I take the ice cream back from his outstretched hand, filling my mouth so I won’t have to answer any more questions.
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			After we lick the last drops of ice cream, we paddle home with the wind on our backs. My skin itches with the thought of how many emails I’ll return to after a couple of hours away from my desk. I try to feel relief at escaping Wes’s knowing eyes, but my mood immediately sobers when I’m back inside.

			I quickly unload my groceries and slide back in front of my dad’s desk to find that my instinct was correct. Eleanor has sent over more documents for review and I am supposed to perform like a diligent circus monkey, but I keep worrying about Shehla Auntie. My mom hasn’t sent me any updates and I suppress the urge to message.

			As I scroll through, I see Hassan’s last text.

			
				Hassan: Working hard or hardly working? ;)

			

			Shit. Hassan. What am I doing here, with Wes, when I have a perfectly nice man, a man who is everything I want, pursuing me? My stomach is uneasy at the thought of flirting with Hassan after spending time with Wes.

			
				Lia: Drowning in work. SOS. Be back once I resurface.

			

			I don’t know why I feel so disloyal to Wes. We’re not dating. We haven’t spoken in a decade. I need to be all-in with Hassan. There’s so much potential before us and I’d be stupid to throw it away. These feelings, this relapse in my inability to stay away from Wes is temporary. We’re like the moon and the tide. Always falling into the same rhythm. But this time I must break free from his pull. Once I do, I can get back to building a future with Hassan.

			A ping comes through my phone.

			
				Eleanor: Please review attached files prior to our meeting to add to the outline documentation.

			

			Everything I’ve worked for will slip away if I don’t get back on track. So I do.

			Section 3.1. Governance. A) The company will be governed by a Board of Directors…

			Time dissolves until it’s time for my standing meeting with Eleanor. “I reviewed your outline earlier,” Eleanor says. “I need the final documents by Friday morning.”

			“There’s still a lot to get through,” I say. “I need more time. I can get them to you for Monday first thing.” To justify my delay, I launch into a description of my family’s recent challenges.

			“I need them before Saturday, latest,” Eleanor interrupts, eyes lined with judgment. “This is the priority, Lia. It’s big money for the firm. Those who get promoted to partner have to always put the company first. You need to put in the billable hours. You need to do more than what you’re doing now.”

			A defiant thought flies into my head. What if I don’t want to?

			What if I want to unplug? Take a vacation? Pretend the rest of my life doesn’t exist? Is that so wrong?

			Unbidden, I’m reminded of my father. “Lia, beta, we have come so far to this country to get ahead. I believe you can surpass every challenge. Work hard and then work harder.”

			If I give up now, I’ll be spitting on everything he worked for, everything he sacrificed for my sister and me to succeed.

			“Of course,” I murmur. “I understand what needs to be done.”

			“I’m only looking out for you,” Eleanor says. “Women here have to do more than the men. You have to be so dedicated that no one questions you. Why do you think I’m the firm’s only female partner?”

			I shrink under her gaze even as I consider how unrealistic that expectation is. Where are the moments for me to stop, pause? Maybe take a walk. Maybe wash my hair.

			Still, I’ve made a commitment. Once I fulfill it, at least some of the pressure will be off and I’ll have the space to figure out what I want to do next.

			“I’ll have the document to you by Saturday,” I promise.
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			My sister video calls late afternoon as I’m midway through the document. Her usually curly hair is flattened where she’s slumped against the sterile hospital walls. “Shehla’s out of surgery,” Mel says.

			I let out a breath I didn’t know I’d been holding as I collapse into my dad’s armchair. “How did it go?”

			“Fine, I think. Mom’s with her.” She taps her finger on her chin, the same rate as the beeping of machinery in the background.

			A beat of silence passes before I ask, “How are you?”

			She brushes her hand over her face, her bright red nails chipped. “I can’t deal with Mom anymore. We’ve been sitting here waiting for the surgery to end and all she’s been doing is harping on me.”

			“I’m sorry, I wish I could help.” She doesn’t reciprocate my sympathetic smile.

			“I should have come up to the cottage instead, brought Norah and made a vacation out of it,” Mel says bitterly. “What’s the point of trying to please her? It’s futile.”

			“She’ll get over it. We’re in a stressful period right now.”

			“Yeah, but you don’t get it. You’re perfect. She’s constantly comparing us.” Mel’s eyes narrow.

			I’m taken aback. “What does any of this have to do with me?”

			“You’re just doing so well with Ciji. I thought you’d be more thrown off with Wes there. With everything.” She shuts her mouth, realizing what she said.

			My fingers dig into the leather as I process. “Wait. You wanted me to fail here? You sold this to me as taking a break. Was all that shit about me taking a rest a lie?” Anger tenses my neck, creeping into my skull.

			“No,” Mel backtracks urgently, her voice tinged with guilt. “I’m sorry. Listen, I only meant that it would be easier for me if you also struggled sometimes. Just a little. So Mom wouldn’t see you as her perfect little doll.”

			“Is that why you didn’t tell me Wes would be here? You wanted to throw me into the deep end.” My voice climbs, the betrayal bringing hot tears to my eyes. “You hoped I’d struggle?”

			“I’m sorry,” she says, shrinking through the screen. “I didn’t mention him at first because you told me to never speak of him again. But then when you started saying that you were dating again, I thought, well, why make it a bigger deal than it needed to be? And yes, maybe a tiny part of me wondered if it would throw you off. But I swear, I didn’t realize it would be so bad for you to see him again. You were so close. It’s felt like you haven’t been yourself since you guys stopped talking.”

			I close my eyes. “Well, maybe there’s a good reason we haven’t talked. Maybe it would have been nice to get a heads-up.”

			“You don’t tell me anything. How am I supposed to know?”

			“Why do you think I don’t tell you anything,” I say, throat tight. “I can’t trust you. Clearly.”

			We stare at each other silently, our dark eyes sombre mirrors, and disconnect the call.
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			I’m in the middle of highlighting documents when the front door swings open and Ciji strides in. With her oversized backpack, sweat shorts and a hoodie, albeit cropped, she reminds me of a kindergartner.

			“Have you heard from Mom?” she asks, in lieu of a greeting. “She hasn’t been picking up my calls.”

			I shove my laptop closed, pushing my chair back. “She’s out of surgery now and is sleeping off the anaesthetic. She’s going to be okay.”

			“Okay,” Ciji breathes, tension melting from her shoulders. “Okay. Well, anyway, I’m going to go study for my quiz.”

			“How are you feeling about the quiz?” I ask.

			“Fine. I have tutoring soon.” She shifts between her feet.

			I should be on top of things, more involved with Ciji’s school. Suddenly I regret having let her invite a friend over tonight. It’s not the best way to spend the evening before a quiz. But if Ciji’s struggling, she needs her friends, especially if she won’t turn to me. Mel’s words linger with me. I am failing. But now I don’t feel like I can turn to her.

			“You are going to take it seriously, right? I’m just not sure how much extra studying you’re going to get done if your friend’s coming over,” I say.

			“Yes, Li-a,” she huffs dramatically, drawing out the syllables in my name.

			“Okay, fine.” Chastened, I step back. I hated it when my family micromanaged me, and now I’m doing it to Ciji. “Do you want a snack? We have chips and stuff. I didn’t make cookies today, though.”

			“Damn,” Ciji says, unloading the contents of her backpack onto the kitchen table. A thick textbook, coiled notebooks and mechanical pencils. She avoids my gaze again. Should have made cookies.

			On cue, there’s a knock at the door and Wes steps through.

			“Hey,” I manage, trying to figure out where to put my hands so I can seem casual. One looped in my pocket, the other rests on the table. My laissez-faire persona falls apart in a flail when Ciji dumps a textbook on the table millimetres away from my hand. Ciji smirks as I glare at her.

			Wes hides a smile. “All good?”

			“Great,” I chirp, folding my hands to my chest. “I was just asking Ciji if you two want chips or anything? I didn’t bake today.”

			“Chips work,” Wes says. “Oh, speaking of food, my mom and I planned a barbecue tomorrow. We’d love it if you both could come.” His eyes grow hesitant. “No pressure if you’re busy. I know it’s short notice.”

			“I’d love to.” Ciji beams at Wes with the unquestioning adoration of a fifteen-year-old girl. “I don’t know enough people up here to have plans, anyway.” She turns to me. “We can go, right? I’ll be done with my quiz.”

			I tilt my chin to the right and consider. Eleanor’s documents and emails are incessant, and Thursday night might be the only night I could actually maybe catch up. But Ciji needs to get out of the house and I can’t disappoint her. Plus the idea of eating fresh barbecue instead of popping open a box of Kraft Dinner has me salivating.

			“Sure, we can make it,” I say.

			Wes and Ciji are both smiling as they slide into their seats. I can’t deny it feels good to make them both happy. Ciji clicks her mechanical pencil, focusing on the loose-leaf sheets in front of her. I let myself hope a little. Maybe this summer will go okay. Maybe Wes and I can be friends. Maybe Ciji will do well in school. Maybe, maybe, maybe.

			The maybes ricochet in my mind even as I sit at my father’s desk attempting to scroll through blocks of text on the screen. My head and ears keep focusing on Wes and Ciji. I tell myself I’m just supervising, making sure that the study session is on track, not that my hearing is attuned to the soft rumble of Wes’s voice.

			“Ciji, you’ve got this. Remember, we’re solving for the missing variable,” Wes says as Ciji crinkles a loose-leaf paper into a ball. He’s so reassuring, the destruction stops.

			“It feels like all the variables are missing,” Ciji quips. Her giggle is joyful and awkward, laced with the giddiness of a teenage crush. It’s a feeling I know well.

			When Ciji and Wes take a break, he asks her, “So, have you been able to meet people out here since you moved? ”

			“I know, like, two people. I guess there’s Helen, the girl who is coming over today. She’s lived here forever, so hopefully she’ll introduce me to her friends if I pass the vibe check,” Ciji says.

			The longing and loneliness in her voice has me turning back to reply. But Wes shakes his head at me as he answers her, “You will.”
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			When Ciji’s friend arrives that evening at the end of her tutoring session, I get waylaid by Eleanor urgently calling with yet another briefing to draft on short notice. “I messaged you on Teams five minutes ago,” she says in lieu of a greeting. “Why were you away from the desk?”

			She doesn’t want an actual answer. “Sorry,” I say. There aren’t really any excuses she’ll find acceptable anyway. Even associates with bathroom emergencies keep their cells with them.

			Eleanor sniffs instead of accepting my apology. “One of the junior associates is incompetent. I need you to cover his briefing. He was supposed to have it done last week but he hasn’t started. I need it by tomorrow.”

			“Of course,” I say. By the time I get off the phone with Eleanor, Ciji and her friend have already disappeared with Wes, who has probably taken them outside to grab kayaks from the garage.

			Defeated, I turn back to the documents I need to review. Pages and pages to comb through. It’s like walking up Kilimanjaro only to be faced with Everest. The cursor on my computer screen flickers on a blank page, demanding my attention, but my phone vibrates with a message. I lie down on the couch and scroll, answering texts and searching for a recipe for dinner.

			
				Hassan: Hey! How’s the rest of the day been?

				Lia: Hectic with work and family stuff! Have to cook my cousin and her friend dinner now

				Hassan: [image: ] nice, what’s it going to be?

			

			Usually, I’d ask Mel what to cook, but right now I don’t want to ask her for help. Not after our fight.

			
				Lia: Ugh. I was debating between pasta or stir-fry. Something I can’t mess up.

				Hassan: What ingredients do you have?

				Lia: The basic spices, pasta sauce, some vegetables, rice, noodles. Google has ALL the recipes but I’m overwhelmed.

			

			A bubble with a few dots pops up, and some moments later Hassan’s next message comes through with an attached link.

			
				Hassan: Okay don’t judge me, but this is what I make guests when they come over. It’s super easy and tastes good.

				Lia: Is this also your “I’ll cook you dinner” date night recipe?

				Hassan: Busted!

				Hassan: Sooo want to come over for dinner when you’re back?

			

			My smile drops. I don’t know how to answer Hassan. He’s so nice and helpful. Logically, I know we’re only starting to get to know each other, but for some reason, my brain is a tape that keeps rewinding back to Wes.

			The careful way he asked me questions in the boat, questions I’ve been scared to ask myself for years.

			But we can never be together again. Not that he would even want to, if he knew everything.

			
				Lia: I think I need to TRY the recipe first before I decide if I want more ;)

			

			I turn my phone on Focus mode, work messages only, and go to the kitchen. Thanking Hassan silently, I pull out a box of pasta and tomato sauce from the cupboard and basil and Parmesan from the fridge. I’m stuck deciding between red pepper and spinach when I feel a presence at my back.

			“The girls are out on the boats,” Wes says. “Can I help you?”

			“You don’t need to watch this,” I say to Wes without turning around. “It isn’t going to be pretty.”

			“Let me help,” he insists. “I thought you didn’t like cooking?”

			“I don’t,” I say, brandishing my phone with Hassan’s recipe displayed. “But a friend sent me a recipe that’s supposed to be foolproof. Besides, you’re doing enough tutoring Ciji. Your job description doesn’t include kitchen support.”

			“I really don’t mind. My mom told me to get out of the house. I think she’s getting tired of me always being around.” His laugh is heavy, laden with layers of worry that aren’t my place to unwrap. But still, that instinctive need in me to soothe him, and maybe my own loneliness, stops me from sending him away.

			“Well, if you don’t mind, I’m sure Ciji and her friend would appreciate your help,” I say.

			“And you?” he prompts, expression unfathomable.

			“I’d appreciate the help too.” The admission that I want him here drags heavily out of my chest. His answering smile doesn’t quite meet his eyes, like he senses my turmoil. It would be easier if we were kids again, if we could spill out all our tangled thoughts for the other to straighten. Instead, we silently start prepping for dinner.

			The kitchen at the cottage is bigger than the one in my condo—big enough for two people to work. Yet it still feels too small. As he sets the pot to boil and I start chopping the peppers, I can sense his focus on me. “The knives are dull,” I say, to excuse the jagged job I’m doing.

			“Looks fine to me,” he says, setting a saucepan on the stove and heating up oil. We deviate from Hassan’s recipe. Wes seems to know that red chili flakes work well with tomato sauce and that red peppers don’t need to boil in the sauce to be tender. The aroma emanating from the pan has my mouth watering.

			By the time we’re finished cooking, the mountain of dishes climbs over the sink. Silently, we take our positions, me as the washer and him as the dryer as if we’ve done this hundreds of times, even though it’s the first.

			When I was younger, I used to think adulthood would be a series of moments like this one. Simple and comfortable. Hard work would pay off, the worries would be gone, a smooth sail to a happy ending.

			I hand Wes a mixing bowl to dry. “Did you think life would always be this complicated?”

			“What do you mean?” he asks, leaning closer to me as I methodically scrub the cutting board. Maybe I shouldn’t have said that aloud.

			“Never mind,” I say. “Things okay with your mom?”

			Aside from the rustle of the dishcloth and the splash of water, we stand in silence while he deliberates. “Yeah, she’s doing well,” he says finally. “I’d told myself she needed me and was part of the reason I came back to Pike Bay, but her health has been good and she seems pretty happy. So maybe I shouldn’t feel like that’s a reason to stay. I don’t know.”

			“I get it,” I say, side-eying him. His hair sticks up in a way that makes me want to smooth it down. I press my fingers tighter, so they squelch into my wet sponge.

			“What about you?” he asks, taking the board from me. “What’s on your mind?”

			I also don’t answer right away. Instead, I watch him dry the board with a worn blue towel. One stroke and then the other until the board is glistening. His eyebrows are knit together in focus, making sure this small task that he’s doing for me is done right. As if he still cares about what I think, even though it’s been years and so much hurt between us.

			For some reason, it brings pressure to the back of my eyes, my nose. I know so many things have been my fault—Wes, my family. Sometimes it feels like I’ve given everything I can in trying to fix it, and all that’s left of me is a flimsy shell.

			“I’m sorry I’m such a mess,” I say.

			Something in that cracks him open. Wes places the board in the drying rack and pulls me close. Instinctively, I rest my head on the sinewy juncture of his neck and shoulder. His arm encircles me, and the fresh scent of pine calms and stills the burn in my eyes.

			“We all have our moments,” he tells me. His hold on me is careful, as if I’m something precious. I stay there for a moment, letting his heartbeat echo mine, our breaths synchronize.

			“You don’t,” I say.

			“I do.” His voice is pained. “But I’m not good at letting people see. I’m trying to be better with that.” His eyes glint with another meaning, but I can’t decipher it.

			“It feels like it’s been my duty all these years to not break down. When I do, it feels like a failure. I should be able to keep it together for my family,” I say fiercely.

			“You’re not a failure, Lia.” He’s earnest now, steadfast in his need to convince me. Except that’s one thing I know for certain: I failed everyone I love.

			Suddenly, it feels wrong to be in Wes’s arms, leaning on him for support. I tug free. “Wes, what are we even doing right now?”

			His eyes are an expansive ocean as he whispers. “I don’t know. But being with you feels right. I still miss you. I have for years.” The words scrape at the crater of yearning in me, the one that I filled with work and family obligation. “Life isn’t the same without you, Lia. There’s no one I can talk to like this. Be with like this.”

			The words are a squeeze around my lungs. He’s right. Being together has always felt right. Hearing he feels that way still is a growing threat to the dangerous feelings I’ve sealed away. “We can’t, Wes.” My fingers clench into the cotton of his shirt. “You don’t know me anymore. We’re different, so different now, and there’s so much you don’t know.”

			“Then tell me,” he urges, hot breath against my cheek. “Why didn’t you ever come back?”

			We stand in a stalemate. He looks steadily at me, ready to carry my burdens. I search for the right way to air out the musty hurts in my mind’s attic. But before I find it, the front door swings open.

			“Hey,” Ciji says. She’s standing next to a tall girl with strawberry blond hair and a saucy grin. She must be Ciji’s friend. Ciji’s eyes swoop between Wes and me, the close angle between our bodies. “Lia, this is Helen.”

			I shuffle away from Wes and reach out to shake Helen’s hand. “Hi!” I can’t help but notice the septum ring between her nostrils and the high cut of her crop top. Is this the style now? Maybe I overreacted to Ciji’s shirt the other day and I’m just out of touch. I must have sounded like my parents.

			“Nice to meet you,” Helen says, eyes skirting off me and towards Wes. “Thank you sooo much for letting us use your kayaks.”

			“Not a problem,” Wes says, clearing his throat.

			Ciji smiles when she notes the pasta on the table. “Finally, no sandwiches.”

			“I hope it’s good,” I say nervously. “Did you want to eat now?”
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			In between mouthfuls of pasta, the girls murmur quietly to each other while Wes and I sit bemused, exchanging glances.

			“So, how did you two meet?” I ask during one of their pauses for air.

			“Well,” Helen says, “I saw Ciji standing in a corner at one of the end-of-the-year parties.”

			“Like a school dance?” I ask. “Do you still have those?” I never went to any; my parents wouldn’t let us. Now, in retrospect, gyrating in a sweaty high school gym didn’t sound that fun, anyway.

			“Ew, not a boring school dance,” Helen says. “A party.”

			Ciji talks over her. “Just a get-together at a friend’s house.” When Helen looks at her curiously, Ciji throws up an eyebrow.

			“Right! Yeah. Everett throws boring, parent-friendly get-togethers,” Helen says, snickering.

			Ciji can’t hold back her answering laugh before she responds, straight-faced. “Yeah, we watched movies and stuff. That’s where we met.”

			“Exactly, what she said,” Helen replies, stuffing down more pasta.

			I peek between them, both of them with faces the epitome of innocence. Something about Helen makes me feel a little shifty. Maybe it’s the casual way she’s lying to my face. I’m not buying the puritanical Disney-watching party story for a second, but then again, they’re fifteen not twelve. As long as Ciji manages herself and studies for her exam, I won’t trample on her social life just because Helen isn’t the friend I’d choose for her.

			The girls push back from the table as soon as their plates are cleared. “We’re going to hang out in my room,” Ciji says.

			“Sure,” I say. “Are you going to study?”

			“Helen is a whiz at math,” Ciji replies in a non-answer, disappearing upstairs with her friend.

			“She has the concepts down,” Wes says reassuringly as he helps me tidy up. “She got most of the practice questions right today.”

			I smile at him. “Thank you.”

			“Did you want to go for a walk?” Wes puts the last dish in the drying rack. I do. I want to go outside, feel the fresh evening air against my skin, listen to the waves on the shore. But my phone rings. Sighing, I check the caller ID and answer Eleanor.

			“Lia, do you have time to chat?” She phrases it as a question but I can’t say no.

			“Yes,” I say, shooting Wes an apologetic look, mouthing “Next time.”

			He lingers for a moment, but eventually, I shift to my laptop to reference the forwarded paperwork she’s sent me. We have to finish the due diligence review this week and then I’ll get a reprieve.

			I notice Wes’s goodbye from the corner of my eye.

			After Eleanor and I hang up, I go back to my room. Upstairs, the blare of boy-band music from Ciji’s room is deafening. I pull on my noise-cancelling headphones so I can focus.

			By the time I break for bed, Ciji’s music and the lights are off. Helen must have left while I was working. I tiptoe to the bathroom so as not to wake Ciji. Maybe things are finally under control.
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			11 YEARS AGO

			March

			The arduous stretch of winter passed in lonely nights of studying, hot tea and dreams of snow days. While I spent my evenings pushing hard to get better grades, Mel drifted through her last semester of high school after being accepted to McGill for her bachelor of education. My parents were glad her decision was final, and shifted their intense expectations for our futures fully onto me.

			“At least Lia will go to law school,” my mother told my father as they submitted Mel’s first tuition payment after dinner.

			My father rubbed a heavy hand over his face. “And hopefully she gets a scholarship too.” He tried to play it off as a joke, noticing that Mel and I were listening, but his smile was flat. “Life is expensive, eh, my girls.”

			Mel’s brow furrowed. She hadn’t gotten a scholarship. “At least teaching is a stable career.”

			“It is,” my dad said. “Do your best, Mel, and we will be proud as can be. I will work hard and support you.”

			Later Mel whispered to me, “Maybe I should have stayed home for university.”

			“It’ll be fine,” I replied, already calculating the hours I’d need to study next year to remain at the top of the honour roll list to get a scholarship. My dad had a good job, but my parents couldn’t afford to pay for both of us to attend university away from home. I could see the weight of it on my dad’s back, curling forward his proud shoulders.

			The summer and its diversions couldn’t come soon enough. Even though I’d seen Wes in December, it had been hard for him to drive down much over the winter. The snow up north was a treacherous blanket, and he worried about leaving his mother alone. Plus, his schedule hadn’t left him much time to get away.

			After the last visit in March for his seventeenth birthday, and a fight with his dad that I was sure Wes minimized, he dived even deeper into work. He worried about what the future would look like for his mother when he went away for school. We barely had time to talk, except for late on Wednesdays after my parents went to sleep and Wes’s shifts at the grocery store ended.

			“I miss you,” he said to me one night over the phone.

			“Me too.” It took me everything to not constantly text or call Wes, to not be another obligation that he strained under. “I wish we were together all the time.”

			“It’s almost summer,” he said. “And one day we’ll be able to go to the same university and be together all the time.”

			“I want that,” I said, closing my eyes. “I want you all the time.” When it was dark and late, I pretended that he was lying next to me.

			“What are you thinking about?” he murmured, breaking the silence.

			“I want you to read to me again,” I said. “I want to fall asleep with you.” I knew I shouldn’t ask him. He needed sleep. But his voice made it easier for me to drift off, blocking out my own worries about exams, essays, report cards and accolades.

			“Of course,” he said, clearing his throat. I heard the heavy turn of mass-market pages, and then the words came, soft and slow, of the torrid love affair of a viscountess and her footman. I became sleepy, drifting off until suddenly Wes went quiet.

			“Wait, why did you stop?” I asked drowsily.

			“Uh, it’s kind of a spicy scene, but, yeah, I’ll just keep going?” Wes asked. I could imagine his ears burning.

			My eyes flew open. “Yes,” I said, throat tight and raspy. “Keep going.”

			He started, my languor vanished, and my ears fixed on every word Wes said, low and hot over the phone.

			“I’m not going to be able to sleep anymore. You should have read me a textbook. All I can think about is you…with me.”

			His breath hitched as he tried to read further, and I laughed in a breathless, needy way I hadn’t before. In the dark, it was so easy to imagine it was us in the scene, entwined together under the covers late at night.

			Suddenly, a sliver of light blinded me as my door cracked open. I startled, dropping my phone under the covers.

			“Lia? Who are you talking to?” Mel stood in the doorway, hand on her hip. “I swear I heard you say something.”

			“No one,” I said, willing the steam from my cheeks to evaporate. “I’m counting sheep, trying to fall asleep.”

			“I didn’t hear any numbers,” Mel said, her lip curling in suspicion.

			“It’s a strategy I read about online,” I said. “Talk to yourself until you bore yourself to sleep.”

			“Uh-huh,” she said disbelievingly, adjusting her pink terry bathrobe over a sequinned blouse. “Whatever you say. Don’t tell me about your secret boyfriend, then.”

			I sat up straight. “Why are you up?”

			It was her turn to retreat, a small unconvincing smile pasted on her lips, retying her bathrobe. “I had to pee.”

			“You’re going out,” I said flatly. “Where are you going?”

			“Nowhere.” Her eyes flashed as she shut my door.

			I scrambled for my phone. “Sorry,” I breathed. “Mel barged in and was trying to figure out who I was talking to.”

			“You could have just told her,” Wes said, voice oddly strained.

			“I want to,” I told him truthfully. “But I don’t trust her to keep a secret right now. And I don’t want anything to keep me apart from you this summer.”

			July

			“Can you quit pacing?” Mel asked, jabbing me with a taloned finger. Mel was always outspoken, but with the knowledge she’d soon be out from under our parents’ thumbs, she’d developed the volatility of a caged animal, taking increasing fashion risks to stretch the boundaries. She’d recently come home from a sleepover with bright red hair streaks and acrylic nails to match, prompting my parents to threaten to cancel her tuition payments.

			I flinched, continuing my path up and down the front of our cottage waiting for Wes to return home from work.

			She huffed. “Watching you is making me dizzy.”

			“I’m just excited to see Wes, aren’t you?” I asked. We’d been at the cottage almost a full day and the wait to see Wes was excruciating, a bone-deep longing that nothing else could assuage.

			“Sure.” She smiled at me knowingly. “But I’m not the one in love with him.”

			Fire burned in my cheeks but I shook my head. “You’re being ridiculous.”

			Her words kept ringing in my ears, though. In love with him. How transparent had I been? How many people could tell?

			And most importantly, did he love me back?

			A silver Subaru crunched up the neighbouring gravel driveway, windows rolled down in the summer heat. Mel and I walked over, but as we got closer I saw Andrea was driving with Wes in the passenger seat.

			Her pretty, angular face, her long, flowy hair, the carefree way she rested her arm on the back of his seat were a punch to the gut.

			I turned to my sister, wanting her commiseration, but her face was crumpled into a stark expression that she wiped as soon as she saw me looking. Guilt trickled down my neck. I was so focused on myself that I didn’t realize Mel was still thinking about Andrea.

			My attention was pulled away when Wes got out of the car. In the past months, he’d filled out more. His shoulders were broader, his blond hair longer and brighter from the sun, and I wanted to chart his changes like an explorer under the summer sky.

			The air was a forceful current between us. Wes sucked in his breath as he saw me in my form-fitting mustard tank top that highlighted the tan of my skin. Goosebumps followed the trail of his eyes. No matter how beautiful Andrea was, there was no question that he found me attractive.

			Still, it hurt that Andrea was wearing the same green grocery store uniform as Wes, and that the garish colour somehow made her emerald eyes seem even brighter. They walked towards us.

			“Hey, you,” he said, curling over me in a hug, all warm skin and fresh breeze. It finally felt like summer.

			I lingered for an extra heartbeat, the triumph of Andrea’s hard glance making the hug extra sweet.

			“Oh hey, Andrea,” Mel said. “Are you going to be at the library this year?”

			“Not this year. I’m going to be working with Wesley.” Andrea smiled coyly. “What are you two doing back here this summer, anyway? Haven’t you had enough of our town?”

			Wes squished his eyebrows together, confused. “I told you that they were going to be back this summer. Remember? You asked me after I got back from Toronto last time?”

			Andrea turned to me. “I’m so sorry, Laura, I totally forgot. Hope you have a nice summer.” A warning flashed through her fake smile. Stay away.

			But I had every right to be here. I belonged here. With Wes. “You too, Amy.”

			Andrea’s eyes hardened and she strode back to her car. The gravel crunched as she pulled out.

			“So.” Mel cocked her hand on her hip. “I had no idea you were in town this year, Waldo.”

			“He was visiting his dad,” I said. Wes gave me a wide-eyed glance. He didn’t like this, the lying. I shrugged, suppressing the gnaw of guilt in my stomach. Then, taking a deep breath, I asked, “So, Andrea is working with you this summer?”

			Wes’s gaze drifted away. “Oh yeah. She thought she’d make some extra money.”

			The harpy in me wanted to screech, to get an explanation for why he hadn’t mentioned her, but I managed to rein her in. I needed to be chill.

			“Cool,” I said, tilting my gaze down towards my bare toes in my sandals. “Do you guys want to take the boat out or something? We have a couple hours before dinner.”

			“Nah,” Mel said, kicking her feet on the pebbles of the driveway. “I think I’m going to take a nap. Not feeling it today. You two go ahead.”

			I didn’t protest as I took Wes’s hand.
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			My breath was tight until we climbed into the pedal boat and I felt the rocking of the water beneath me again.

			“Want to check out the island?” Wes asked.

			We drifted into a comfortable silence, pedalling through the sun and gentle breeze, taking turns steering. My skin sparked every time our hands grazed.

			More, my body said. I wanted more than this.

			Wes seemed to feel the same way, finding excuses to brush my hair back or lean against me. When it was my turn to steer, those brief moments of contact, of his fingers against my skin, became an insurmountable distraction. I narrowed my gaze. “Are you trying to throw me off course?”

			His grin was mischievous, a flint that sparked my core.

			By the time we reached the island, I was a shaken can of Red Bull, all pent-up energy on the brink of exploding.

			I dragged him straight to the cabin. “Let’s go inside,” I said huskily. I wanted privacy, to press my lips against his salty summer skin, claim what was mine in a primal way I hadn’t felt before.

			“In a minute,” he said, swallowing, eyes bright, as he led me around the back. A fresh new sapling decorated the knoll where we liked to read.

			“What’s that?” I asked.

			“It’s a baby willow tree. One day it’ll be big enough to shade us when we come here to read.”

			One day, far into the future. “Trees take a long time to grow,” I said.

			“We have a long time ahead of us,” Wes said, his smile crooked with hope and happiness.

			This was better than flowers that would wilt and die. This tree would grow and be here always. Like us.

			I stood on my tiptoes, pressing my lips on his in a flurry of fireworks. We hadn’t said I love you, but this felt close to it. Still, a thought nagged the back of my mind: Why was he spending so much time with Andrea? Why hadn’t he mentioned she was working with him?

			Later I whispered to Mel about the willow, suggesting she see it. She declined. “The tree was for you, Lia,” Mel replied. “It’s your loooooove tree.”

			“Oh, shut up,” I said, cheeks flushing. But I couldn’t help but beam at her.
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			My dad took a couple of weeks off to stay at the cottage, since it would be our last summer together before Mel went to university. The days he picked came with a downpour of rain. Being pent up indoors made me antsy. Between the weather and my father’s watchful gaze, long afternoons with Wes were off the table.

			Still, there was something special about spending time with my family sitting in the living room together day after day. My mom flicking through television channels, my sister on her phone, and me next to my dad and his never-ending stack of newspapers.

			“Dad,” I said, poking him with my elbow. “You do know that those papers are online now. You don’t have to get them delivered.”

			He straightened the creased edges on his lap. “I know, beta. I like the feel of them, just the way you do your books.” He indicated a well-worn copy of The Princess Diaries on my lap.

			I smiled at him and he mirrored me back. Both of us with the same indent above our top lips, the same inquiring crease in our eyebrows, and the way we frowned when reading or thinking. But his crease was deeper, more than it should have been for a man his age. He hadn’t taken time off in a long while.

			“Dad, do you ever get tired and wish you could take a vacation?”

			“This is a vacation,” my father said.

			Mel rolled her eyes from the chair she was criss-crossed in across the room. “She means a real one at, like, a beach or something.”

			“We have a beach here,” my father said placidly.

			“It’s not a real beach,” Mel argued. “Where’s the sand? I want to go to Palm Springs one day.”

			“Palm Springs is expensive and far. If we have the money, one day I hope we can all go together to see our home in Uganda,” my father said, head tilting forward. “You know I wish I could take you girls everywhere. But what we have now has to be enough.”

			“Whatever,” Mel said. “All of my friends get to go to the beach on their holidays.”

			My father’s jaw tightened. The hair on the back of my neck rose. Mel and my father were managing to coexist in harmony recently, but it was like Mel couldn’t see the fatigue carved into my father’s face. Did she not notice the way his mouth curved down when he thought he was disappointing her? All she saw was a man who didn’t agree with her decisions. My eyes drifted from my father to the sun peeking through the window.

			“The rain stopped,” I said. “Does anyone want to go on a walk? We can go to the general store and grab some ice cream.”

			Mel shook her head, sulkily burrowing under her blanket, and my mother wanted uninterrupted time with her Bollywood movies. My father was the only one who was willing to come with me.

			The ground outside was soft, the soil thick and earthy from the recent rain. Passing clouds sprinkled sun over us as we walked at my father’s plodding pace. I avoided looking at Wes’s house when we passed by, afraid that my face would give everything away.

			As we wound through the gravel road, my father broke the thoughtful quiet. “I know that your classmates sometimes go places we haven’t gone, that they have gadgets and trinkets that we do not. But I want you to know where we come from, where we have been, and understand that everything we have has been earned, that we’ve had to walk a mile for every step compared to some people here.”

			“I know, Dad,” I whispered.

			“One day I will take you back to Africa, to India. So you can see where we come from and so you will never forget,” he said.

			“I would like that,” I told him.

			My dad smiled at me fondly. “You will like it,” he told me. “You’re a Gujarati, just like me.”

			“I am,” I said, even though I didn’t know what I was. It felt like sometimes I was born in the liminal space between two worlds.

			“That was a tougher walk than expected,” my father said as we approached the general store, wiping a sheen of sweat off his forehead.

			“You should take more time off,” I said to him as he ordered one chocolate mudpie and one double chocolate at the counter. “We can take more walks, spend time together.”

			“One day, beta,” he replied. “One day we will be settled and all will be well.”
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			My father’s presence was a reminder of all the choices I knew I shouldn’t be making. Still, Wes next door was a temptation I couldn’t resist. In brief minutes in between his shifts and my family’s schedule, we snuck whispered chats and greedy kisses, springing apart at the slightest rustle of grass.

			I spent too much time thinking about what could happen if we had more than mere minutes together. But until my father went back to work, every moment was accounted for.

			Finally opportunity arose. A blip in the space-time continuum of my summer.

			“Your mother and I are going to take our laundry into town,” my father said, keys jingling in his hand. “It shouldn’t be more than a couple hours.”

			My sister was at the library, so I would be left alone. Wes was also home alone, napping after an early landscaping shift, his mother still at work. Once my parents were really, truly on their way, I bolted across the lawn, opening the Forests’ unlocked back door, and climbing the stairs to Wes’s bedroom. I knocked, but he was silent.

			Impatient, I cracked his door open and paused, the ramifications of what I was doing thrumming through my body.

			Wes’s room was clean, aside from his crumpled work uniform by his hamper, and the air smelled like fresh pine and campfire, as if he’d had a candle burning earlier.

			“Hey,” I said, throat tightening when I took him in. He was half buried under his navy duvet, his skin warm against the teal sheets. I’d seen a shirtless Wes before when landscaping, but somehow this felt more decadent. I noticed the cut of his shoulders, the definition of his stomach as he roused. This time, I was allowed to stare.

			“Lia,” he said, in a thick, sleepy voice that echoed down my spine.

			“My parents are gone for a bit,” I said.

			The tired fog in his eyes cleared and his eyes narrowed on me. “What did you want to do?” he asked.

			My skin flushed hot, but I couldn’t quite say what I wanted, even after everything we had whispered to each other late at night. “Could you hold me?”

			He laughed, slipping out of bed, pajama bottoms hanging off his tapered hips, as he looped himself around me. He was warm at all points of contact—chest, hips, legs, my hands on his bare back. It was hard to breathe. I was overwhelmed with wanting and not knowing how or what.

			“Should we…go to the island?” I asked. Should we sit again on the pedal boat, a steering handle in between us?

			“If you want,” he said, cheek grazing against mine. “But that would mean I’d have to let go of you.”

			I didn’t want that. My hands gripped him harder and he took the invitation, brushing his lips against mine, the kiss setting the gasoline in my veins on fire.

			“Is this okay?” he whispered, as my shirt slipped off my shoulder and his hand fumbled against my bra.

			“Mm-hmm,” I said, or tried to say in between drugging kisses, my shyness gone, pulling him closer and closer to me. His lips were against my neck, drawing out a helpless sound from my throat. Wes crushed me closer in response.

			This was everything. The heat between us, the eager way he grasped at me and I clung to him.

			Then suddenly cool air between us, colder still as my bra fell to the floor. My heart was hammering fast as his hands fell to my chest. I pressed up into the warmth only for him to pull back. Shaking, his eyes wide, he rested his forehead against mine. “We should go slower,” he gasped out, hands shaking.

			“Why?” I asked, scattering kisses on his cheeks, his mouth. “We only have right now.” When he kissed me back, I wrapped my leg around his waist and was rewarded by a harsh vibration from his throat.

			We were on a racetrack, lead-footed on the accelerator, speeding out of control. Faster, we asked each other as we kissed hard, gripped harder. Yes was the answer. I explored his back as his hands coasted on the waist of my underpants. Yes, yes and yes.

			Until the front door slammed and we jumped apart.

			Wes dove into his clothing, his eyes catching mine as he threw on a shirt. I was frozen. Ms. Forest was home.

			“She might not come upstairs,” he said, throwing my bra and creased shirt to me. My fingers fumbled, my grip shaky. “Lia? You okay?” he asked. Our eyes caught in the mirror as I assessed the damage. My hair was a lost cause, his hands had raked through it over and over again.

			Then we heard the unmistakable creak of the wooden stairs.

			“Oh my god,” I whispered, trembling until flight took over. I dove into his bed, pulling the duvet up to my chin.

			Wes looked at me. “Lia, it’s going to be okay.”

			“Wesley,” Ms. Forest called as the door started to open. I pulled the cover over top of my head. She chuckled. “Hey, kids.”

			I didn’t emerge. I felt the weight of Wes’s hand pressing comfortingly through the duvet. “Hi, Mom. We’ll be down in a minute.”

			Once I heard her leave, I was coaxed out of the duvet, cheeks burning hot. All the smoothing of my clothes couldn’t hide what we’d been doing.

			“Come on,” Wes told me, taking me by the hand and dragging me to the door.

			I shook my head. “I can’t. I just can’t. What are we going to tell her?”

			“The truth,” he said, expression solemn.

			I stepped back. “Isn’t it too soon?”

			“Not for me,” he said quietly. “I want you and I don’t want to hide it anymore.”

			My heart thrilled to hear it, but reality pushed the hope back down. “You know I can’t tell my parents right now. They might freak out, make us go back to Toronto.”

			A cloud drifted over the sky of his eyes, and then, as he studied me, cleared. “I understand,” he said. “My mom won’t say anything. She likes you and she’s been teasing me about my crush on you for eons.”

			“Okay,” I said, my heart rate slowing. I was terrified of my parents finding out, of being separated from Wes, but also of disappointing them.

			He led me down the stairs, his grip reassuring. Each step felt like a walk to the guillotine, except instead of meeting us with a blade, Ms. Forest greeted us with a kind smile.

			“Mom,” Wes said, while I studied the pale blue rug on the floor, “Lia and I are dating.”

			“I figured,” she said. “We need to talk.” Her kind smile disappeared, melting into a line.

			This was it. The smackdown I was anticipating. I mentally prepared to take a go bag to Secret Island and never come back.

			“You’re both young,” she said. “I don’t want you to make any mistakes you’ll regret. You’re good kids and I just want you to remember to always listen to each other. And be safe.”

			“I promise,” I told her and was rewarded by the return of her grin.

			Wes’s ears flushed as he squeezed my hand. “Of course, Mom.”

			Lecture over, her mouth creeped into a smirk. “I was wondering when you were going to loop your ol’ mom in. She’s not as oblivious as you’d think.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 19
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			PRESENT DAY

			July

			My red-rimmed eyes feel like sawdust when I wake up at two a.m. to the sound of rummaging in the kitchen. Ciji curses downstairs. I debate going down to help find whatever she needs, but the idea of dealing with her sass in the early hours of the morning has me throwing my pillow over my head to muffle her noise. Before I know it, I’m drifting back to sleep.

			When my alarm rings, my eyelids are puffy and my body sorely needs caffeine. Instead of taking my coffee out to the dock, I gulp it down at my desk. There’s no pleasure in it today. It’s too hot, scalding my tongue, but without it I know I’ll fall asleep.

			A tap on the window startles me, and I turn to see Wes gesturing for me to come out. The sunlight is streaming behind him, but I shake my head no, pointing at my laptop’s glaring screen. Eleanor has me proofreading documents on a tight schedule. He gives me a small wave goodbye and leaves.

			After grabbing a second cup of coffee, I crunch up on my father’s office chair and wonder how my father made work the epicentre of his life. I wish I could ask him what fuelled him to push forward in the face of unscalable mountains.

			But I already know the answer. It’s the same thing keeping me going. I need to do this for my family, for my father. For their sacrifices.

			I take a brief break, the bones in my hips clicking as I stand to pack Ciji’s lunch. Pasta leftovers instead of a sandwich. She’s groggy too when she comes downstairs, her face shiny and gaze bleary. Fortunately, she spares me her classic morning snark.

			Once she’s gone to school, I settle back into my work chair. Luckily, my years in corporate law have conditioned me to ignore the lead in my limbs, the desert dryness of my eyes and the fuzz at the corners of my vision—even the warning migraine aura of visual snow can’t stop me. These headaches that I’ve dealt with ever since I finished high school are merely a footnote in the discomfort of pursuing excellence.

			This is how it is at Gold & Wright. When we were articling, we’d brag about who could skip the most meals and take the fewest bathroom breaks, who had the most billable hours over a long weekend. The prizes were glory, ketone breath and a possible kidney injury.

			The project Eleanor’s given me really ought to take two days, but if I skip Wes’s barbecue and push through, I should be able to get it done in one.

			Hours pass like this. As my sore fingers click send on an email to one of the junior associates on the team, the door cracks open and the thunk of a backpack tumbling to the floor startles me. In slow motion, I swivel in my chair. Ciji’s face sags, her skin irritated and coated with tears.

			“Ciji?” I rasp, pulling myself out of my father’s worn leather chair. “Are you okay?”

			She stares, processing my words. “I messed up my quiz today,” she says, pulling up her shirt to dry her tears.

			“What happened?” I ask. “Wes told me you did great yesterday.”

			Ciji’s expression flickers from distress to anger. “I froze, okay?”

			“Hey,” I say, putting a reassuring hand on her shoulders as she bends down to unload her math textbooks from her backpack. “It’s just a quiz. These things happen.”

			“I’m a failure,” she says, voice heated. “All I do is mess up. I failed math once and I’m going to fail it again.” I raise my hand, but she doesn’t stop. “And when Mom hears about this, she’s only going to be stressed and get even sicker and—”

			“Ciji,” I say firmly. “Deep breaths.”

			Shiny tears weaken her glare. “I tried to tell my dad about it, about how shitty it is here and how the school sucks. But he just called his lawyer to see if he could bring me to San Francisco and have Mom pay him child support so I can go to private school. But that’s not what I meant! And now Mom is going to be so mad at me.”

			Her breaths come in heaves, and she finally lets me steady her and lead her to the couch. She rolls over onto her side, pressing her tear-stained face into the worn cloth to hide. My computer chimes again and again with Teams notifications and emails, but I force myself to block it out. Just for a moment. Ciji needs me.

			I sit next to her, surprised that she doesn’t shift away immediately. Instead, she’s limp, rolling closer towards me as the cushion sinks down.

			I think about the pressure we’ve been putting on her. Meanwhile, her dad is thinking about money over the well-being of his child. My outrage wipes the bleariness away.

			“Ciji,” I say, massaging at the throb in my temples. “Let’s take a step back. Okay?”

			“What do you mean?”

			“Your dad can’t change custody agreements suddenly. Everything would have to be done with due process, for your best interests. And you can’t control your parents’ choices or your parents’ health. You making a mistake or you failing math won’t make your mom sick. None of that is your fault. Not. Your. Fault.”

			Her face shifts through a kaleidoscope of emotions. I know that feeling all too well.

			She opens her mouth to retort, but something on my face stops her. “How would you know?”

			I pause, searching for the right words to answer, the words that will help her understand that I’ve been there, in the same place as her.

			“My dad got sick when I was just a little older than you,” I say. “You were very young. But it was really scary.”

			“What happened?” Ciji’s face softens, but a shrill trill interrupts us. She checks her phone. “Mom’s FaceTiming me.”

			“Do you want to talk to her now? Or we could call her back?”

			“I should answer,” she says. “Just give me a minute.”

			I shift away from the couch, going into the kitchen to give her some privacy, but the sound carries through.

			“Hi, beta,” Shehla answers eagerly. “How are you? How was your quiz?”

			Ciji clears her throat. “Fine, I think. Nothing to worry about, Mom. How are you? Are you doing okay? Any pain after the surgery?”

			“Oh good,” Shehla says. “Just resting. They’ve given me some pretty good pain medication, so nothing to worry about.” Her strained voice betrays her statement.

			By the time Ciji comes off the phone, her brows are knit together and she’s gnawing her lower lip.

			She comes into the kitchen, chin angled down, giving me a half shrug. “I didn’t know what to tell her. She sounded like she’s hurting. I didn’t want to make things worse.”

			I rest my arm around her shoulders. “Ciji, don’t think like that. She’s only ever happy to hear from you, even if it’s not always what she wants to hear.”

			Initially she’s stiff against me, but then she slowly accepts my comfort, leaning into me ever so slightly. “My mom would love it if you were her daughter instead, she talks about you like you’re perfect. A lawyer, top of your firm, obedient—”

			“I’m not perfect, Ciji. Your mom loves me, I’m her niece. Even if I mess up, in her eyes I’m perfect. Just the way you are.”

			My brain loops back to how high stakes every moment felt in my adolescence. How conditional my parents’ love felt. Maybe I wasn’t able to see things clearly when I was a teenager, but the love was always there, I realize.

			My words hang in the air. Ciji continues, “I’m not, though. They’ll talk about me as the one who failed high school, the one who messed it all up. My mom won’t be able to live with the embarrassment.” Her face falls like a teetering tower of Jenga blocks.

			“She will always be proud of you, Ciji. No matter what,” I promise. “I think we need to take a break from the cottage.”

			“And go where?” she snaps, stepping away from me. “A gas station? A drive-in movie theatre with a dusty projector? We’re trapped here in the middle of nowhere in case you haven’t noticed. I’m just going to go to my room.”

			“No.” I rotate my shoulders back, the crack from my bad posture all day radiates up my tense neck. “We told Wes we’d go to their barbecue. We can’t renege. And besides, we need to eat.”

			While I say this, my computer chimes again, winding up the stress buried under my ribs.

			“Do you have to get that?” Ciji asks.

			I do, I really do. But Ciji needs me and it’s only a couple of hours. Then I can push through another night and crash.

			“Just give me half an hour, and we’ll head over.”

			“Fine,” she replies. “I’m sick of your sandwiches, anyway.”

			I dash back to my computer when Ciji goes up to her room to change, squinting at the bright screen. Notifications from Eleanor and her junior associate fill in my inbox.

			
				Fwd. Updated Financial Statement for Jan-March Quarter for review

				Fwd. Draft Contract for Chirper LLC for review, for completion by end of day tomorrow

				Re: Plan for meeting tomorrow to discuss updated documents

				Re: Regarding document review due EOW

			

			When I look away from my computer, I catch my reflection in the mirror by the front door. The muggy heat of the day has not been kind to me. A dull, greasy complexion, wayward hair and sunken cheekbones are evidence of my transformation into a clammy swamp monster. My options are to either read the emails Eleanor sent me or take a quick shower. Given that I can smell myself and my temples are pounding, I choose the latter. My stomach sinks as I respond to Eleanor’s last email: Will be away from my computer for the next couple of hours due to family circumstances, but will be back to work on this ASAP.

			I take a deep breath when the email swooshes out of my outbox. Nothing to be done about this now. I check the time on my phone. A notification waits for me on my home screen.

			
				Hassan: Hey! How are you doing? Remember me? ;)

			

			I swipe the message off my screen as I head to the washroom; I’ll have to respond to him later. Even after my shower, I still feel like something from the Night of the Living Dead, but the olive sundress I unearth from my suitcase makes my eyes sparkle. Not that it matters what I look like. I am not dressing up for anyone, least of all Wes. Still, knowing I look good puts a pep in my step as I head downstairs to meet Ciji.

			“I didn’t know we were serving looks today,” Ciji quips, looking down at her cut-offs and tank. “Was I supposed to dress up?”

			“No, I’m just nervous about seeing people that I haven’t been around in a while.” I open the back door for her, goosebumps prickling my arms at the breeze. The heat has rolled off the lake, and white and grey clouds are forming over the distance. “Thought the dress would make me feel better about it.”

			She takes in my vulnerability as we pass under a sprawling willow tree that marks the transition from our yard to the Forests’. “I didn’t think you were scared of anything.”

			“Everyone is scared of something,” I say. There are at least fifteen people crowding around the Forests’ backyard. As we get closer, the buzz of people chattering and the scent of sweet barbecue wash over me, and maybe it’s nostalgia, but if I close my eyes, I swear I can smell my father’s mishkaki.

			“Hey.” Wes breaks my reverie, waving us over to where he and his mom are standing at a picnic table. The phone in my purse vibrates. I should turn it off.

			Ciji smiles back broadly at him, and I can’t help but mirror her. Wes is relaxed, in his element. He’s wearing a linen short-sleeved button-down that simultaneously screams summer barbecue while emphasizing the line of his broad shoulders.

			Next to him, Ms. Forest is casual and comfortable in a pair of wide-legged jeans Ciji would tell me I’m not cool enough to wear.

			“We were worried you weren’t going to make it.” Wes grins, genuine joy brightening his face. It’s enough to make me feel guilty for almost bailing.

			“Wouldn’t miss this for the world,” Ciji says, arching an eyebrow. “Anything to escape yet another sandwich.” Wes laughs.

			Ms. Forest leans in for a quick hug, the scent of vanilla washing over me as I squeeze her back. “I’m so glad you could join us. And that you and Wes have reconnected,” she winks. “Maybe you’ll see each other in the city now.”

			I raise my eyebrows at Wes. “You chose?”

			Wes darts a look at his mother. “I’m still debating.”

			Ms. Forest frowns. “You need to remind my boy that I don’t want him to make decisions based on me. My whole life is here, in Pike Bay, but it doesn’t mean I want that for my son.”

			“I know, Mom,” he says, exasperated. “Listen, let’s not make tonight about me. I haven’t told everyone about the job yet.” When Ms. Forest nods her head, he turns to Ciji. “How was the quiz?” he asks, before he notices the sharp shake of my head.

			A storm cloud passes over her face. “Fine,” Ciji replies.

			Ms. Forest immediately picks up on her monotone. “Sweetie, how about you help me with the lemonade inside?” She pulls Ciji’s arm into hers, steering her away. “I’m not sure if I put enough sugar in it.”

			“Sorry,” Wes says, running a jerky hand through his hair. “I didn’t realize. It should have gone great.”

			I stare off to where Ciji and Ms. Forest have disappeared into the house, raising my hands bewilderedly. “I don’t know. She came home super upset.”

			“We’ll get on top of it before the next one,” Wes promises. “Do you want something to eat?”

			On the picnic table are condiments, piles of burgers, bowls of red onions, tomatoes and cucumber. “A burger?” I ask. “I’m not super hungry though.” Despite not having eaten most of the day, my stomach feels full of stress.

			“Want something to drink?” he asks.

			I nod, realizing I haven’t drunk anything for hours. We walk to a drink dispenser filled with fruit punch and he fills me a glass, passing it to me. I gulp greedily, the sweetness on my tongue refreshing. “I could drink the whole gallon,” I say.

			He rubs the back of his neck, looking at me bashfully. “Let me show you something before you fill up here.”

			“Okay,” I say, giving the yard a quick scan. Ms. Forest is back out, pouring lemonade and mingling by the back door. Ciji’s propped under the willow tree, talking to a lanky teenage boy about her age with ebony hair.

			“Do you know who that is?” I ask.

			“I think he’s the son of one of my mom’s co-workers. Everett or something?” Wes says, raising his eyebrows when he sees my expression. “Don’t worry, there’s nothing they can get up to here.”

			Mollified, I let him guide me inside. Since I’d last been here, the house has been upgraded. Solid oak floors have replaced the fading carpet, and the kitchen appliances are glistening stainless steel. As we enter the kitchen, the sharp and homey smell of ginger, garlic, coriander and pepper waft over me. A small platter resting on the new ceramic counter is filled with charred meat skewers.

			“What’s this?” I ask hoarsely, as I pick one up.

			“Mel told me it’s your favourite,” Wes says. “She sent me the recipe.”

			I nod swiftly, trying to distract myself from the pressure building up behind my nose. “It is. I haven’t had it in years.”

			Not since my dad died. It didn’t feel right to make it myself, to let myself taste relaxation and happiness. That Wes would ask for me, that my sister would remember, makes warmth radiate through my body.

			“Shit,” Wes says, wiping a tear off my cheek. “I didn’t mean to make you sad. You’ve seemed so stressed. I thought it would be nice for you to have a taste of home.”

			“It is,” I say, inhaling, letting the scent of care seep into me. I then take a bite of the meat. It’s evenly spiced, mouth-wateringly tender. While it doesn’t have the same heavy cinnamon my dad preferred, it’s exactly what I need today. “It’s delicious.”

			Wes is rapt as I finish the skewer. “I’m so glad.”

			The way he stares at me makes me feel exposed, like the layers of composure I’ve wrapped myself in are coming undone. “You renovated,” I say, gesturing to the kitchen. Somehow, even with a makeover, the place feels lived in, in the best way. The fancy marble countertops sport a ceramic vase with fresh-cut flowers from the garden, a threadbare dishtowel with the embroidered CN Tower hangs from the dish rack—the same one that Wes and I had picked out for his mom during one of his visits to the city.

			Wes says, “I wanted my mom to have a home, you know. A place that’s relaxing, not falling apart around her. We got it done, bit by bit, over the last few years.”

			“You wanted to support her, even when you were away,” I say. It is so like Wes, to care for everyone’s needs but his own. My heart aches knowing that even after everything, he wants to look after me too. I just wish he’d done a better job back then.

			“She didn’t need someone else abandoning her,” he says, eyes flashing. “I wanted her to know that I was thinking of her, doing what I could to help even if I was elsewhere. It felt good being here this summer. Even considering the job in Toronto feels like I’m abandoning her again.”

			“You’re not your father, Wes,” I say softly, leaning back against the counter. “Even if you choose to leave for a job, you can always come back. It doesn’t have to be one or the other.”

			Wes takes a breath. “I want to take the job in Toronto,” he says. “I want to see what I can do, where I can grow in my career. But I can’t be like my dad again. I was so close to losing myself, I’m scared to risk it.”

			“The middle ground is hardest to find,” I tell him. “It’s like walking a tightrope. Sometimes you veer too much to the left or to the right. But you were never like your father.”

			I instinctively place a hand over his chest. He swallows, heart beating once and then twice, eyes dipping down to where I can feel his breath through the linen.

			“And if I’m veering too far left or right, I’ll be able to ask you, won’t I?” The question on his lips alludes to a second one. Will we talk again when we’re back in the city? Will we be friends again? Will we be more?

			Ginger and spice in my throat make my voice scratchy when I say, “Of course.”

			After I devour another two skewers, Wes suggests we go back out to join the rest of the party. Outside the air is heavy. The humidity makes my vision blurry, the details blinking in and out between flashes of sparkling snow.

			When my aura clears, I stiffen as distant figures loitering at the end of the dock transform into people I used to know. Stepping away from Wes, I take in the tall blond woman, her coral modal dress, her sharp cheekbones. Next to her is a man, broad with thick brown hair and the kind of lips you could only describe as decadent.

			Jake and Andrea, all grown up. Mel would kill to see them. I would kill to be away from here.

			When she spots us, Andrea’s smile doesn’t quite meet her eyes, as if she can hear what I’m thinking. Meanwhile, Jake grins easily, as he wipes his hand on his linen shorts and offers me a handshake. “Long time no see, Lia.”

			“It has been,” I say, clasping his hand. Firm, not a second too long, the handshake of the corporate world. “Crazy. How have you both been?”

			“Oh, you know. Not too much, just the regular happenings of over a decade.” His laugh is a refreshing drink after a hard day at work.

			I find myself relaxing into Jake’s even-keeled voice. Aside from a quiet greeting, Andrea doesn’t say anything, keeping her arms crossed. Her eyes flit up and down me as if she doesn’t know where we stand.

			It takes everything in me to not let myself return to the last time we spoke. The day all my nightmares came true. But today is a different day, even if the humid air feels almost as suffocating as it did back then. I do my best to smile at her. She gives me an almost friendly nod, and I tell myself that the past doesn’t matter anymore.

			“Can I talk to you?” she murmurs to Wes. He nods, letting her pull him away. I hear her faintly ask, “What is she doing here?”

			While they talk, Jake updates me on the time we’ve been apart. Business at Queen’s University and then law school in Vancouver before coming back to practise at a big family law firm in Toronto. When he tells me he doesn’t miss the backbreaking work of summer landscaping, but he does miss the company, I grin.

			“Well, I’ve been in Toronto this entire time,” I say. “You didn’t look me up?”

			Jake’s gaze shifts to the corner of the dock where Wes and Andrea are murmuring to each other. “I wasn’t sure if it was a good idea.”

			“Makes sense,” I say, my smile dropping. “So, why family law?”

			“I like the complexity,” Jake says, growing brighter as he talks about work. “The thought needed for finalizing agreements, the times where being a good listener and orator can help change a bad situation.”

			A heaviness weighs in my chest. It’s what I liked about it too. Sometimes I wish I hadn’t let my family dictate every one of my choices.

			“I’m envious,” I admit. “That’s the best part of our work. I wish there was more of it in M&A. Truthfully, I have to say it’s the golden handcuffs holding me to my job.”

			Jake laughed. “I mean, I get that. Those are some shiny handcuffs you guys in big law have. But my job does have some perks, if you know what I mean. Lots of ex-wives looking for a no-strings rebound.”

			I snorted. “Have you changed at all?”

			“I’m a consummate professional,” he says with fake outrage. “Everything is above board until the final line is signed.”

			When Wes and Andrea return, Wes’s face is ashen, drawn in a way that tells me he’s troubled. When I look at him, he shakes his head imperceptibly but comes to stand by my side. A statement Andrea doesn’t miss as she steps next to her brother.

			“Oh my god, Jake. You’re not talking about work again?” Andrea rolls her eyes. “He loves it so much.”

			“My work is awesome, okay. But we can all talk shop when we’re back in Toronto,” Jake says. “Anyway, I’m going to grab a beer.” He strides off the dock.

			Andrea frowns at Wes. “You’re not still considering leaving? You said you weren’t going to.”

			“I’m still thinking about it. It might be the right choice, though,” Wes says.

			“Of course you’re thinking that, now that she’s back,” she volleys, glaring at me. I want to shrink into a corner, but Wes grazes the back of his hand against mine.

			“You and Jake are always abandoning me here. Why isn’t home good enough for you?” she asks, her tone breaking sharply. “Why am I not good enough for you?” This is an old grievance that she’s been carrying. Suddenly I am both frozen and hot, here but gone. I take a step away from Wes but he follows me. “I don’t understand. No matter how wrong she is for you, no matter how destroyed you were when she left, you can’t seem to stay away,” Andrea continues.

			My eyebrows gather and a chill settles on my skin as I look back and forth between them. Wes was the one who destroyed me.

			“Andrea. Cut it out,” Wes says firmly. “We’ve talked about this already.”

			They’ve talked about this before. Their relationship got to go on, ticking forward in the way I’d imagined Wes and mine would, unharmed by a demolition bomb.

			I pull out my phone to hide the cracking of my composure, only to be greeted by endless notifications from Eleanor. A gusty breeze whips through us, bringing with it a grey cloud that shields the sun, and I shiver.

			“It feels like a storm is coming in,” I say.

			Andrea starts at my voice as if she’s forgotten I’m here, opening and closing her mouth ineffectually. Finally, she mutters a quick, “Sorry, it’s just a lot.”

			“Sure,” I say, the rubber band around my skull tightening. “I need to head back.”

			“I’ll come with you.” Wes traipses on the dock behind me as I stride away. “You okay?” he asks as he catches up.

			My lips twist in a brittle smile. “You were destroyed?”

			A shadow shifts over his eyes, but he doesn’t lie to me. “Of course I was. How could I not be?”

			I stop, letting the wind whip through me, the sensation amplifying my anguish. The rain starts in a drizzle, as if to wash his admission away. But nothing can hide the hard planes of his face, the truth on his lips. We both broke something fundamental in each other. But he’s repaired now and I’m still forever carrying the burden of our mistakes. “If you were destroyed, imagine how I felt. My entire world fell apart that summer,” I whisper.

			This time, when I walk off the dock, he doesn’t follow me. I squint, the pain in my head weighing my eyelids down. Fuck.

			It’s the trifecta for a migraine. Stress, exhaustion and the swift pressure of a summer storm.

			I need to tell Ciji I’m leaving. I push through the throng—so many people I don’t know or recognize. It’s clear that I am fully out of Wes’s world and the idea that we could resurrect our friendship was laughable.

			Most of the crowd bustles inside as the storm arrives. I find Ciji at the side of the house with the dark-haired boy she was talking to earlier. He’s leaning down, staring intently at her, despite the drizzle becoming droplets. She doesn’t notice me, enraptured in a recipe for teenage heartbreak.

			If my head wasn’t pounding, I would lay down some ground rules and embarrass her the way her mother would want me to. Instead, I settle for silently approaching and calling her name as the boy reaches for her shoulder. She jerks back as if she’s been caught red-handed, almost tripping on a tree root. He dips his chin in acknowledgment, backing away without an introduction, and I make note to follow up on him later.

			“I’m heading in,” I say. “You can stay for another hour if you like. I have to catch up on work.” The words taste like vomit.

			Once Ciji’s composed, the blush and starstruck gaze recede into her usual skeptical look. “You look a little green,” she says.

			“It’s the dress,” I lie, turning back towards our cottage. It’s not the dress. It’s everything. Wes, the mishkaki, the conversation on the dock, the past and secrets we keep circling, my inability to keep him out.

			Everything is pushing me off the tightrope I’ve carefully learned to manoeuvre, and there is no soft landing waiting for me.

			The house is dark and cool when I enter, the heat collected during the day dispersed through the cracked windows. My head is heavy, with a pulsing through my left eye. I should get to my computer, but the idea of sitting in front of the screen is intolerable. Instead, I drag myself upstairs, letting my dress crumple by the side of the bed as I blearily throw on a pair of old sweats and a T-shirt, place my phone on the nightstand and take a second to just sit.

			When my phone pings yet again, I scroll through my messages, but the light is blinding so I put it back down. From what I managed to read, the gist is clear. I need to get back to work before it’s too late. I force myself to type: Going to be behind schedule re: a draft, but will have the final by the deadline, and click send.

			Hopefully that’ll give me a few hours of leeway. But still, I have to keep going.

			When I stand up, the world swivels on its axis and I shake. I place a hand on the bed to steady myself and then hear thunder rumbling outside.

			Storms always lay heavily on my head, my chest, but some of that must be Pavlovian after so many years. I tell myself my brain is stronger than my body. It has to be, I decide, as I take a few stumbling steps out of my room only to be rewarded by my vision tunnelling.

			I slump down on the coarse rug in the hallway upstairs.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 20
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			11 YEARS AGO

			September

			Sneaking around became second nature to me. I didn’t want to let my family down, but at the same time I couldn’t imagine giving up Wes. I became good at keeping secrets.

			But then, on our second-to-last day in Pike Bay, my father pulled me aside. “Lia,” he said, concerned. “You’ve been spending a lot of time with that boy next door, and since you’re reaching a certain age, I wanted to speak with you about him. Your mother doesn’t want me to even mention this and put ideas in your head, but I need to make sure we’re on the same page about this being a friendship and nothing more.”

			My heart churned, but I forced myself to meet my father’s stare. “Dad, we’re just friends.” I managed to sound aghast at his questioning. “We’re trying to figure out scholarship stuff together. I owe him, anyway, after he helped me with debate a couple years back.”

			“That’s a good girl, yes, pay your debts,” my father said. “But be careful with your friendships. People like our neighbours are not like us. They will not be there when things become difficult. Only your family will stand by your side unconditionally.”

			“I know,” I said, crossing my fingers tightly behind my back. Wes would always be there for me.

			My father’s heavy eyebrows furrowed. Maybe I wasn’t as opaque as I thought. “You should go to McGill like your sister,” he decided. “Make some new friends, get away from the same people you cling to.”

			My biggest dream was for Wes and me to go to the same university, but finances were strained for both of us. Wes’s father was only offering tuition coverage if Wes attended his alma mater, Western. If he did, we wouldn’t even be in the same province. Scholarships and student loans would dictate our futures.

			“I’m not like you,” Wes told me the next day. We were sitting barefoot on the dock together in the early morning before he went to work. The air was chilly, the end of the summer escorted by the birds singing mournfully. “Your transcripts, your resumé, all of it’s flawless. But mine, well, three years as a checkout cashier and a failed math grade at the start of high school doesn’t exactly scream high achiever.”

			“It does,” I said. “It shows dedication and commitment to keep your grades up.” Wes wouldn’t meet my eyes, so I nudged his ankle with my big toe, letting our knees knock against each other until he couldn’t help but glance up at me.

			“There’s no guarantee I’ll get a scholarship either,” I murmured. “Let’s just give it our best shot and we’ll find a way together. No matter what.”

			He tilted his head up towards the straining sun. “At least once I finish a business program, I’ll make good money like my dad. I’ll be able to look after myself, Mom and you.”

			“You won’t have to look after me,” I said. “You should do what you want to do. If anything, once I’m done with law school, I can help you too.”

			This was a fear of mine. I didn’t want to be a burden on Wes. I was supposed to help carry the load, but instead he was factoring me into the heavy rucksack he hauled with him. It was why I didn’t share exactly how worried I was about my own family’s finances. Whatever struggles we were facing, he was experiencing tenfold.

			He kicked his feet out over the water. “I don’t know what I want to do. Only that I want my life to be completely different than now.” I must have looked shaken because he continued in a rush. “Except I always want to have you.”

			Almost all of me believed him. What we had now would be enough to carry us through the school year. It had to be.

			We spent the fall in a blur of university applications and extracurriculars, our book club falling to the side. Wes was working every other evening, pulling shifts at the grocery store so he wouldn’t have to worry as much about his mother when he left. Our long late-night phone calls, his voice lulling me to sleep, diminished in duration and instead became brief check-ins. I missed that time together but knew I couldn’t ask more of him. Maybe Andrea was right. He needed someone light. My family’s own worries, the struggle of our university choices, my parents’ disapproval of our friendship—all of that would only amplify his stress. Instead of sharing my anxieties with Wes, instead of giving him part of my load to carry, I wished him goodnight long before I fell asleep. The stucco on the ceiling became wishing stars when racing thoughts pushed sleep away. One day, being together would be simple. Until then, I just had to be strong.

			We still spent Friday nights together when my parents went to mosque. I was excused, as long as I pretended to study. As soon as they left, though, I would video call Wes. These pixelated minutes were water in a desert. We’d stare at each other on the camera, wide-eyed and hungry, updating each other on our weeks while simultaneously wishing we could be next to each other, nothing but skin separating us.

			On one call at the end of September, I told him as much.

			“You’re danger,” Wes replied.

			I leaned in close towards the screen. “Come here and I’ll show you how dangerous I can be.”

			He bit his lower lip. “I want to be there with you, so badly,” he said. “I promise, it won’t be like this forever.”

			But I was starting to question it as winter crept into spring. We’d applied to the same schools, but things were still not working out in our favour. Wes had qualified for a business scholarship at Western, but they’d offered me hardly any money. McGill was my parents’ choice, but they rarely gave scholarships for commerce. Wes took it hard when I received a merit-based scholarship at McGill and he didn’t. I smiled weakly as I tried to reassure him. At the same time, even with the scholarship, finances at home had been stressful. At the last family dinner, my dad had reviewed school tuition. “There isn’t enough for both you girls to attend McGill unless we rent out the cottage for extra income.”

			While I would miss the summers up north sorely, I told myself it would be okay. Wes could still come to McGill with me and we’d have the school year together.

			But then, in March, Wes broke the news that Western made the most sense for him.

			“Listen, I was talking with my dad and I realized that I can’t go to McGill,” Wes said. “It doesn’t make sense to go into debt for school.”

			“We could get jobs during the year,” I said desperately. “We could find a way to make this work. I can ask Mel if we can rent a place with her. Besides, housing in Montreal is cheaper. Don’t give up.”

			He sighed, defeated. “Western just makes sense. It has a great business program and it’s the only way my dad’ll help with expenses. Plus, if I’m on his good side, he’ll probably help me find internships. This is the best shot I have at getting a good job one day and getting out of Pike Bay for good.”

			“But—” I started.

			“Please understand.” He blinked, his eyes red-rimmed. “I just don’t think there’s another way around this.”

			I dug my nails into my palm to stop myself from saying what I wanted. Four more years long-distance, further apart than we’d ever been before. It was too much. But as I took him in on the screen, pale skin, hollows under his eyes, I knew I couldn’t ask for what I needed.

			“I wish I could come to Western,” I said. My father had made it clear that if I was going to leave home, I had to go to the same school as Mel. It made sense from both a financial and “safety” perspective to my parents. There was no way to convince them.

			He shook his head, smiling wryly. “So, the best schools for us aren’t the same schools. We have our whole lives together after. Don’t worry.”

			I nodded weakly. Even if he didn’t intend it that way, it felt like he was saying we shouldn’t make big life decisions based on each other.

			“Sure,” I said, unconvinced. “Do you think we shouldn’t be together in university?”

			“No,” he said, aghast. “That’s not what I mean at all, Lia.”

			Wes came up with a plan to make our long-distance relationship work for the duration of college. We’d meet up in Toronto monthly. Toronto was a three-hour drive from Western and a five-hour train ride from Montreal. We could make that work. All of this hinged on my parents finally being ready to hear about Wes and me. But once I went to university, they’d have to see I was an adult and respect my decisions. Wes and I would finally be able to be together.

			I bought into his plan.

			“Okay,” I said. “We can make this work. I just want you with me all the time.” My voice dropped. “You know, kissing me, touching me. As much as I love talking to you, this here”—I gestured at the screen—“doesn’t feel like enough.”

			“I want that too.” His throat bobbed. “But I’m happy to have you in any way I can.”

			A harsh knock pounded at the door, and before I could reply, it swung open. “Lia? Who are you talking to? Is that a boy I hear? It isn’t that Wesley boy from the summer, is it?”

			“Of course not, Dad. Why would I be talking to him?” Adrenaline made my blood pump, my fingers clumsy as I switched screens. I was so enveloped in Wes that I must have missed my parents coming home. “Just Billy from debate. We’re prepping for our next competition.”

			“Okay,” my dad said, walking away, leaving my door a crack open. I waited until he was gone before getting up and shutting the door. Guilt coated my throat as I went back to my desk. I wasn’t doing anything wrong, but why did it feel like I was?

			“Billy?” Wes’s disembodied voice came through my computer. Hastily, I turned the screen on. Wes’s lips tilted downwards.

			“My dad knows Billy,” I said to Wes. “We talk every week about debate prep.”

			“You talk to Billy every week?” Wes’s tone was flat.

			“Well, yeah? You knew that.” I wasn’t sure why Wes was out of sorts.

			“I just didn’t realize your dad would be okay with you talking to Billy but not me,” he said. “You leaped to hide me.”

			“Because it’s not like that,” I told him intently, willing him to understand. Hiding him was protecting our relationship. “It’s different for us. We just have to be patient.”

			“Okay,” he said, nodding. “If you mean that.”
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			10 YEARS AGO

			April

			In the middle of April, after we’d paid down our tuition deposits for next year, Wes came to Toronto for his weekend with his father. He drove down late Thursday night, since he had Friday off. Meanwhile, I played hooky for the first time. My perfect attendance meant that my absence wouldn’t cause a call home. Besides, I was eighteen, an adult, or at least that’s how I felt.

			Initially, Wes suggested we go out and then meet my friends at the mall after school. But when I told him I’d rather spend time alone, layering my tone with meaning, he was up for a change in plan. Anticipation raced down my back, my stomach eagerly fluttering. This was my opportunity to remind Wes that we were everything to each other.

			Since Wes’s father was working during the day, we decided to meet at his place, a shiny condominium in the heart of Yorkville. The gleaming silver towers were the opposite of the worn, warm wooden home Wes had up in Pike Bay.

			A part of me stabbed with anger for Wes as the shiny elevator doors closed behind me. Why did Wes have to work so hard throughout high school if his father could afford to live here?

			Excitement replaced the anger as I walked down the hall of the lower penthouse to the suite, closer and closer to Wes and the monumental decision I had planned. The door swung open as I lifted my hand to knock. I smiled. Wes must have been staring out the peephole, waiting for my arrival.

			His hair was cut short in that awkward way men’s haircuts always are, his shoulders taller as if a burden had been taken off him. He wore a new watch, shiny and metallic in the afternoon sun, but my eyes were fixed on his face.

			“You’re here.” His grin was as wide as I’d ever seen it, cheeks dimpling. My own lips matched his, my heart beating with the certainty that only he could ever make me this happy.

			Filled with the effervescence of reciprocated affection, I rose on my toes to pepper kisses on his cheek, then the corner of his lip and the other side until he caught his arms around me, pressing our lips together dead centre in a way that sparked in my heart.

			I sighed into him. “I can’t believe I’m skipping school,” I murmured between kisses, blending from sweet to frantic, laughing breathlessly when our teeth clanged together. We were high on each other, the promise of summer and our futures.

			His breath hitched as I gripped the nape of his neck. “I’ve been thinking about you like this. All the time,” he confided.

			In Wes’s arms, I knew any doubts I’d been harbouring were unfounded. We were meant for each other. He could feel it too. I could tell by the way he held me, his hands moulded to my body like they belonged there.

			I kissed him again, and he met me where I was at in a blurring clash of lips and tongue, our hands reaching until I was backed up against the open door, a hungry Wes flush against me. The skin of his chest was warm underneath his T-shirt, and his tentative exploration under the hem of mine, brushing gently at my waist, was leaving sparks that made me search for more. I wanted to be as close to him as humanly possible, so we could never forget who we were to each other.

			Because here together, there was no question.

			“When is your dad coming home?” I asked.

			He looked at me, a question swimming in the waves of his eyes. “Not till the evening. Did you want to go out?”

			“I want to stay here,” I said firmly. “Where’s your room?”

			The guest room with the plain cotton sheets seemed out of place in the otherwise extravagant but impersonal decoration of the suite.

			“It’s not much,” he said in response to my inspection of the room. “My dad furnished it for my visits.”

			I didn’t want to dwell on how Wes was an afterthought to his dad. He was always at the forefront of my mind. Instead, I closed the door, twisting myself around Wes. He gripped my hips as he kissed me gently. Light kisses, closed-mouth kisses. Kisses that tasted sweet, of caring and adoration.

			I needed more from us, the part where we lost our usual restraint, where our bodies and minds merged and were finally, finally in sync. The part that we never got to fully explore because our lives were usually a ticking timer until our next interruption.

			This was the first time we had hours. And I wanted to glut on it until I forgot that there was anything else but the warmth of Wes on me, under me, in me. I wanted it all.

			I dug my fingers into his short locks and bit his lower lip. “Let’s get into your bed.”

			His eyes focused as my words sank in, the air taut between us as he stared at me. “Are you sure?”

			“Are you?” I heard myself asking him. “I want to. If you do.”

			We were paralyzed at the precipice of the cliff. I was ready to jump, but only if he was strapped to the bungee cord with me. I wasn’t scared of having sex with Wes. I wanted him to know I was all-in. What I was worried about was him not feeling it too, this magic that we had when we were together.

			“Of course I do,” he said, his voice scraping against gravel.

			“Good.” I shoved him onto the bed and then dove on top of him before either of us could get stuck in our own brain again.

			His eyes danced as he looped his arm around my hips. I wriggled, as if trying to get away, but my movement only brought me closer to him.

			“Oh…” I said, as he pressed directly against my core. We stilled and our gazes locked, his eyes bright with wanting.

			Wes took a shallow breath. “Hey, you.”

			My hands settled on his chest, firm and soft at once. “Hey,” I replied tenderly, leaning forward until he tilted his head to angle our lips together. I arched up against him and his fingers dug appreciatively into my thighs.

			The sun behind the gauzy curtain shone through the window, dancing over us in a shimmer. I had never felt so warm everywhere, from the tips of my toes to the apex of my chest. Nothing felt this sublime, not even when I was alone. I craved him. I wanted the taste of Wes’s skin, his weight on me, until I didn’t know where he began and I ended.

			“Take this off,” I said thickly, pushing his white T-shirt up and up, exposing the ridges of his abdomen. Feeling constrained, I pulled at my top, but he tugged me back before I could get my bra off, exploring me through the smooth fabric until my skin burned.

			Finally, clumsily, he unhooked it, staring in awe as it fell away. “You’re beautiful,” he said.

			In that moment, I really felt beautiful, with his eyes hot on me. “You are too,” I replied. There was an insane relief of his chest against mine as I leaned forward against him, our moans matching as we held each other tighter.

			This, I thought between kisses, was what people tried to capture with words. The way he gripped firmly but carefully, so as not to hurt me. The way I wanted all of him everywhere. I had never experienced anything like it.

			“Is this okay?” I asked, as my hand went to the button of his jeans. He nodded, fast and eager, both of us laughing as I couldn’t get the button through the loop, until he reached out to help me, his own fingers thick and clumsy until he was finally in my grip, my hand under his boxers. It was new, the way he felt, a silky hot glide under my palm.

			Wes threw his head back as I explored, his laugh pained. “This is going to be over before it begins,” he said. “You’re driving me insane.”

			“I could stop.” I smirked, finding a rhythm that made his face flush.

			His bright, eager eyes met mine. “You’re evil.”

			My grin turned cocky, but before I could gloat, he flipped me over, pinning my hands above my head, grinding into me. “I want to feel you too,” he said, leaving a scorching kiss on my throat.

			And we felt each other, in uncoordinated kisses, clashes of teeth and lips, missed breaths as his hands explored my chest, my own wound tightly in his hair. Every touch and moment made me clench and ache until I was solely a being of feeling, all coherent thought gone.

			He was right against where I needed him, but there were too many layers between us. The thin fabric of my underwear, his boxers. They all needed to be gone. It was clear he felt the same, as we both pulled at each other’s clothing until there was absolutely nothing left.

			“Shit,” Wes said, stilling against me, where I couldn’t help but nudge into him. “I don’t have a condom.” His head fell into the crook of my neck, his warm breath against my skin a quiet torture.

			“I have one,” I said thickly, my hands digging into his shoulders. “Give me a second.”

			He nodded rapidly, faster than my pulse. “I need a minute,” he said, half laughing. “I can barely think.”

			I pulled away for a moment, his eyes lingering on my bare body. Frantic, I dug into my bag to grab the condoms I’d stashed when I went with Zainab to volunteer at the community health centre. They’d been tucked into a secret compartment in my purse, waiting for this moment.

			I handed the crisp plastic wrapper to him. He ripped it clumsily, carefully rolling it on himself. “Are you sure?” he asked, swallowing hard. “I don’t want to hurt you.”

			“I’ve never been more sure of anything,” I said, drinking him in. His ruffled hair, his earnest expression, his hands that held my body with such care. This moment was a culmination of everything we’d been through together, a moment to reinforce our futures. “I want to be close to you.”

			He was so gentle, like the idea of hurting me tormented him. But I wanted all of him, even the parts that hurt. My leg wound around his backside, yanking him deep inside, the tearing pressure tying me to him, raw and aching and sweet. I couldn’t suppress a small gasp of startled pain.

			“You okay?” he asked, immediately still. He made to pull away but I wrapped my arms around him tighter.

			“I’m fine,” I told him. “Just give me a moment.” The sensation was overwhelming in its pressure, but also lovely, hot skin against mine. Wes pressed gentle kisses on my lips as he waited for me to shift, to adjust to him, while his own gasps were short and sharp as he tried to keep control.

			His fingers wandered in between us, stroking me gently at the apex of my thighs until even the sting couldn’t keep me from rocking up against him. He was as tight and tense as me.

			“I can’t last any longer,” he said, biting down on his lower lip.

			I held him closer. “That’s okay, we can do this again and again.” His smile blurred against my mouth and I kissed him. “I love you,” I told him, as he fell apart. My understanding of us shifted in that moment—a painful, beautiful mess, the way the road of our life would look if we travelled it together.

			“I love you too,” he said, pressing his cheek against mine until our grins were one continuum.

			I’d never been so happy.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 21
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			PRESENT DAY

			July

			Time passes slowly. The pounding rain falls in time with the pulsing in my head. I need to get back to work. My phone, where did it go? My hands are numb, pressed somewhere cramped and rough, and my neck is sore and throbbing.

			The back door slams, echoing up the stairs. I pry my eyes open to find myself slumped on the rug, my arms folded underneath my body, cutting off the blood flow. Movement, and the return of circulation, stings. I hear Ciji call my name. She thumps upstairs.

			“I told Wes I’d get you for pie,” Ciji says as she gets to the top of the stairs. I pull myself into a seated position, resting my temple in my hand. Ciji trembles as she takes me in, folding her arms over her rain-soaked shirt. “Lia, what happened?” she asks, in a quiet, gentle way I’ve never heard from her before.

			“I’m fine,” I reassure her. “Just have a bit of a headache. Nothing that a little nap won’t cure.”

			“Are you sure?” She drops down next to me. “Did I do something?” she asks hesitantly.

			“No, of course not. I just need a moment. Go and grab some dessert and I’ll be up before you know it.” My voice is full of false cheer that doesn’t seem to convince her.

			“I can sit with you,” she says, dogged in her determination. “Or I can get you downstairs and we can watch movies until you feel better. That’s what I used to do with Mom.” Her brown eyes are wide and vulnerable, cracking my heart open. Underneath her bluster, she cares for me.

			“I appreciate it, really. A movie marathon would be fun, but I have to work. Besides, you shouldn’t miss pie.” My refusal is heavy on my tongue.

			“It doesn’t look like you should be working,” she says.

			“I’m fine.”

			Lightning breaks through the blinds and I squint, covering my eyes with my hand, and when that doesn’t help, I lay my head back down, unable to suppress a moan. In the brief second my eyes are open, Ciji’s face is drawn with fear.

			“I’ll be right back,” she says.

			“Sure,” I croak, in between pulsating waves of pain. “Go get some dessert.”

			She flies down the stairs and I curl into myself, bile sloshing in my stomach. The thundering downpour rocks me off to a pained, hot sleep where fire bands my temples and burns in my belly. At some point, cool rain trickles down my forehead and cheeks onto my lips, rousing me. It feels good against my hot skin, but I’m inside. How is the rain getting in?

			When I open my eyes, the hall is dimly lit. Ms. Forest and Ciji stand by my feet, and Wes is crouched next to me, a cloth wrung in his hands and his forehead creased with worry. They’re all damp, their hair dark and slick.

			“You forgot your umbrella,” I try to say, wincing at the sound of my voice.

			Wes brushes a strand of hair off my face, the coolness of his hand a relief. I barely keep myself from nuzzling in. “Ciji said you needed help.”

			“Lia, sweetie. What’s going on?” Ms. Forest asks, her expression filled with so much maternal care that I have to blink to keep tears away.

			“A migraine,” I manage, throat dry. “They come with the storms.”

			Wes meets my gaze, a question on his lips, but I silently shake my head as I force myself into a seated position. Not now. Not when I can barely see, or move, and when the only thing keeping me from passing out is the need to hurl out the food he made for me.

			“Can you grab some water, Ciji?” Wes asks instead, steady. Only the prominent creases around his mouth betray him.

			“While you’re down there, could you get my laptop too?” I call after her. “I have some stuff I have to get done for tomorrow.”

			Wes grinds his jaw. “Right now? Lia, you’re lying on the floor and you look like shit.”

			“Too loud,” I protest, covering my ears.

			“Honey, let her be,” Ms. Forest chides, reaching in her purse. “She needs some naproxen and quiet.”

			Wes bites back his retort as Ciji returns with a glass of water, condensation gilding the cup. “Here, Lia,” she says, handing me the glass. “Is this the right temperature?”

			“It’s perfect,” I slur, choking down a sip and then another. The water soothes the burn in my throat. Ms. Forest hands two pills to Ciji, who passes them to me. “Thank you. I’m okay. Please don’t stay here on my account.”

			Ms. Forest smiles gently. “How about Ciji and I head back for a little while. Wes can call us if you need help.”

			“I can stay with Lia too,” Ciji says. Her concern is palpable. I want to comfort her but I can hardly move.

			“You could,” Ms. Forest offers kindly. “But Lia just needs some rest.”

			I close my eyes. Rest does sound good. Maybe just fifteen minutes. A power nap.

			“I promise I’ll call you if I need help,” Wes says.

			“You should go too,” I tell him, once I hear Ms. Forest and Ciji heading down the stairs. “Your guests need you. Your friends. I’m just going to shut my eyes for a few minutes.”

			“Don’t worry about the party.” I pry open my eyelids and Wes’s cheek twitches. “Why didn’t you tell me you were feeling sick?”

			“It’s nothing,” I mumble. “Just a headache.”

			He looks like he has more to say but instead he asks, “How about I help you get into bed?”

			I’m loopy and in pain but hearing the word “bed” from Wes makes me flush. Brief flashes of the two of us entangled in the sheets together, eager clumsy fumbles, kiss-swollen smiles. I try to force the thought out of my mind. There’s no way he’d think of us like that now. Not with me dishevelled and clammy and disgusting, but when I look up, his cheeks are red too.

			“Okay,” I say and take his hand, letting him pull me up. I try to ignore how nice it feels to have someone—to have him, specifically—to lean on. When I slump into Wes, his arm encircles my waist, fitting into the crook between my hips and waist like a lock and key. If it weren’t for the headache, I’d bottle this feeling.

			He props me on the corner of the bed, pulling back my tightly tucked-in covers, then scoops me up and tucks me in. The sheets fold securely over me, but I am unmoored without him holding me down. At first I’m silent, watching him walk to the door to flick off the lights. His movements are slow, like wading through molasses.

			“You’re going?” I ask.

			Wes stops, folding his arms as he leans back against the wall. “Isn’t that what you want? For me to leave you alone?”

			I stare at him quietly. The muted light from outside and the darkness of my room shadow his face, and I can’t tell what he’s thinking. I wrap my arms around myself, suddenly vulnerable.

			The silence stretches as he waits for my answer. He doesn’t move from where he’s standing, nor does he come closer.

			I feel his unguarded gaze, an extension of an olive branch to carry us over the crevasse between us. If I don’t grab it now, it may never return. For the last ten years, I’ve been without Wes, without my best friend, the only person who gets the hurricane of my brain. Everything is falling apart and I’m tired of denying myself, lying to myself. So this time, I tell the truth.

			“I don’t want to be alone.” I swallow. “Please stay.”

			The storm in his irises clears, and he looks at me with a fondness that isn’t in keeping with my disgusting state. He walks back to me, the bed dipping as he sits down.

			“You never used to get such bad headaches,” he says, settling in over the covers.

			The apprehension in my chest relaxes and I burrow into my pillow. “I started getting them after high school.”

			The bed shifts as he gets up again. I expect him to press, to ask for more information. Instead, he paces forward to the bookshelves that line the other wall of the room. “So, where did you hide my grandma’s books?” he asks, scanning the shelves where only mother-appropriate titles are facing outwards.

			“Behind the Twilight books, third shelf,” I say, reaching for my phone. As expected, my screen fills with emails and notifications. When I start to type, he turns back, whipping it from my hand. “No laptop, no phone, or I’ll make Ciji come back to sit with you.”

			Groaning, I lie back down, while Wes goes back to scan the shelf. The books shift, followed by a grunt of satisfaction. “Will the lamp be too bright for you?”

			I shake my head, wincing at the motion. The room is dim, aside from the warm cast of the light. Everything is meant to be soothing, the darkness, the rain, the smell of Wes and pine. But between the tenderness in my chest and the throb in my temple, I’m bewildered. “I don’t think I can fall asleep anyway,” I admit.

			“Let me help you,” he says, shifting closer to me and pressing a cool hand to my forehead that soothes the fire. With the other hand, he props up a book and begins to read. “The Viscount of Paddington never wanted to take a wife…”
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			The early morning light streams through the half-open blinds, and I hear faint rustling downstairs followed by the door slamming. Ciji leaving for school. I nestle deeper into the covers, burrowing into the heat emanating next to me as my cheek brushes against hot skin. Last night floods over me. Wes reading to me, my overdue project. Him staying until sleep finally arrived, me tugging his hand to my face, whispering to him to stay so I wouldn’t have to be alone.

			My eyes fly open, and I startle when I see how close we are to each other. He rouses, rolling towards me, arm curving over my waist and pulling me in until I’m close enough to feel his sleepy breaths caress my cheek. I could almost just close my eyes and fall asleep again, but the dread of work builds until it pulls me away. I roll over, reaching for my phone.

			“Where are you going?” Wes’s drowsy words are thick like maple syrup.

			“I have to turn this project in,” I say.

			He blinks the fog out from his eyes. “Call in sick, Lia. Just rest.”

			“I promise I will after I’m done,” I tell him, propping myself upright. His brow creases in consternation with a sincerity that forces me to set my phone down.

			Before I can reconsider, he grabs my back, tugging me towards him. My breath leaves with a gasp as we collide, my chest against his, my feet against the scrape of his shins. “You’re not going anywhere until you feel better.”

			“I’m better, I swear,” I say, and he makes a show of inspecting me. Eventually his mouth breaks into a dimpled smile.

			“You’re right, you do look better,” he says, husky as his gaze dips down. I flush, conscious of my lack of bra and his hold on my wrist. We’re both suffused in the heat between us, the thickness of the summer air holding us together. His nose brushes against mine, a question on his careful exhale.

			I nudge closer in answer and, as he tenses in anticipation, I place my lips against his in perfect alignment. My heart cracks wide when he hauls me against his chest.

			He parts his lips, my stomach spiralling at the familiar stroke of his tongue against mine. The bleariness from sleep disappears as his fingers caress the base of my back, sending a charge of electricity up my spine.

			“I used to dream of waking up with you,” he tells me, eyes dark like a lake in a storm.

			“Me too,” I confess, tugging him down closer to me, encouraging him to hold me harder. Everything in me is unwinding in the familiarity. How his touch sparks against my ribs when he draws his hands up from my hips, the way he tunnels his fingers into my hair, making my toes curl, and the tilting of my head for the best angle to kiss me hard and deep. I let out a soft hum of pleasure.

			Salt stings my lips as he presses into me, and I can’t tell if I’m crying or dissolving into Wes. Forehead creased, he strokes his thumb over my cheek, catching a tear. “Is this okay?”

			I nod, shivering with the reward of butterfly light kisses on my neck. “Why do you feel so good?”

			“I know,” he says, lips trembling against me. “I never thought I’d touch you again. But it feels right. You feel right with me.”

			The sun drifts over us through the window, spotlighting the keen need and familiar adoration on Wes’s face. I tug on his hair, pulling him away from me so I can look at him properly. The hungry gleam in his eye, his reddened lips, the harmony of his heavy breaths matching mine. Everything he’s feeling echoes back to me until it’s an amplified ringing in my heart, in my chest, blotting out any other noise my mind might want to make. “I want you,” I whisper. “I don’t want to stop.”

			Wes lets out a sharp exhale. I thread my fingers around his neck, clutching him closer. He holds our bodies together with his palm firm on the dip in my low back. All I can feel is his weight, hot and hard. “You feel amazing,” he says, voice low in my ear.

			I arch against him, against the thigh he’s pressed into me. Blood rushes to the surface of my skin. “I need you. All of you,” I murmur. He grips my backside, grinding me against him in a sweet friction. My brain fizzles fully, and I let out a sharp, needy sound. He’s a live wire and I’m an explosive about to go off.

			The lack of control should scare me, but Wes’s hum in my ear soothes me. “Are we really doing this? Is this a dream?”

			Maybe none of this is real and there are no consequences. My fingers tug his shirt off, and mine shortly follows. He holds me, his greedy eyes drinking in every detail. “You do have a tattoo,” Wes says, stroking the tiny pedal boat hidden in the curve of my waist. A memento of mourning I got after my first summer back in the city.

			The reality is a splash of cold water and I squeeze my eyes tighter to ignore it. “I do,” I say, moving his hand away from it and to my bare breast. His eyes narrow at the deflection, but I pull him more firmly to me and he bows down, taking me between his lips. He bites and sucks sweetly and slowly, and we both forget the secrets that still lie between us. “More of this,” I say, my command trembling.

			“I love it when you tell me what you need,” Wes groans, pupils dilated. “Where else do you need me?” His breath is ragged as he makes his way down in a trail of heat, his hands shaping my hips while he kisses my belly and the insides of my thighs until he settles at the warm centre of me. This is different, even though it’s been years. We were always rushed, on a timer, and even though he’d always tried, I’d pulled him up to end it before our alarm went off.

			“You don’t have to,” I say, reluctant.

			Wes immediately stills. “I want to, if you want me to,” he says thickly, the scrape of his stubble against my sensitive skin makes me shiver.

			The last man to try had admitted defeat when it took too long. I realized that I must be defective. Too in my head to ever come in that way. But the hungry way Wes is looking at me makes me want to try again.

			“I want your mouth on me,” I admit, glancing up at the speckled ceiling, the one that I used to stare at while daydreaming of Wes. “But it may take awhile. Or not happen at all.”

			“I’m happy either way,” he says firmly, leaving a soft bite mark on my right inner thigh. “This is also for me. As long as you want me.”

			“I want you,” I breathe, trying to not let my mind wander back to places it’s not supposed to go. His fingers dig into the softness of my flesh, holding me firm, tasting me light and hard until I am fully focused on the warmth of his exploration, the greedy way he’s breathing against me, one of his hands falling to himself because this really is for him too. The sight of him, face between my legs, winds me up tight. Before I’m ready for it to be over, sharp tearing cries pour out of me, and he only stops when I’m wrung out and languid. It’s luxurious, this feeling of him watching me now, his skin flush and his mouth twisted in a self-satisfied smile.

			“Shut up,” I say, throwing a pillow at him. “You don’t have to gloat.”

			“You should gloat,” he groans, his face drawn with need as he climbs up over my body. “You wreck me, Lia. You always have. It’s like how I remember, more than. I never could get enough of you. If my mouth was on you, I wouldn’t notice if we barrelled off the edge of a cliff.”

			I stiffen, the throwback to the past a heavy reminder wiping away the relaxation in my muscles. But Wes’s hot weight lies on top of me, begging me to relax, to let him in where I want him so badly.

			Except now my mind is racing. Letting our chemistry drug my common sense had been the end of the world as we knew it when we were teenagers. Now I may know we’d be safe—I have an IUD, and Wes would tell me if there was anything to worry about—but I’m shutting down. The way I always do before sex. The fear of letting him in is an ice wedge digging into my spine. I could just do what I always do, turn over onto my stomach, disappear and wait for a few gratifying spasms. An anonymous means to a half-satisfactory climax. But I don’t want that with Wes. We were always more than a means to an end. I will my body to relax into him, but I can’t. The only way for us is an inferno and I can’t risk my barriers being burnt.

			“I don’t have any protection,” I lie, instead gripping where he’s hard, stroking in the pattern I know he likes until his eyes roll back into the back of his head.

			It’s not even a question for him. My boundaries are clear as he reaches for a tissue on the nightstand. “This is enough,” he rasps. “More than enough.”

			And then he’s coming too, hot and silky, his lips pressing into my hair like he’s reminding himself it’s my hand on him. Only when it’s over does he realize I’m turning away.

			“Hey, where did you go?” Wes cups my cheek, trying to get me to look at him.

			“I—” I don’t know what to tell him, what to say. All I can think about are his fingers tracing my tattoo, the loving way he caressed me and how broken we are now.

			“Lia, I can’t help you if you don’t let me in,” he pleads. “Why can’t you let me back in?”

			I search for a kernel of honesty. “It’s hard for me to get close to people.”

			“Do you know how many relationships I’ve ended because I couldn’t stop comparing everyone to you? You’ve been with me for the last decade, Lia. I’ve loved you all these years. Please tell me you feel the same.” His voice is earnest, hopeful like I used to be when I thought of him.

			I sit up, reaching for my crumpled T-shirt and pull it over my head. “You’re the one who ended things. You blocked me out for days.”

			“But that’s not how I meant it,” Wes says, shifting up and out of the covers. “You had to have known that. I tried so hard to reach you after.”

			Logically, in a portion of my brain that isn’t frozen, I know he believes what he’s saying. But I’ve been nursing a deep wound that has never healed. “You broke my heart, Wes. How am I supposed to trust you again?”

			“You broke mine too,” he throws back, pulling on his own clothes. “You left and you never came back. You never gave me a chance to explain.”

			“I. Called. You.” My arms are crossed, my voice stark with betrayal as I back away from the bed. “And you had Andrea turn me away. Of all people. You knew how I felt about her, and I never said anything because I trusted you.”

			“What are you talking about?” Wes rubs the back of his knuckles against his sandpaper cheeks. “You never called me. And then when I called you, you didn’t pick up. Mel wouldn’t answer either. I called and called and called. Finally I stopped. I hoped if I gave you some space you’d come back to me. But you didn’t.”

			That isn’t right, that isn’t how the story goes. “I called you. I swear I did.” We’re both there, racing through that day, putting together our inconsistent stories, when my phone rings. I leap for it, but Wes is closer to the bedside table and his eyes fall to the screen. “Who’s Hassan?” he asks, handing the phone to me.

			I take it. The phone is a heavy brick in my grasp. Avoiding Wes’s gaze, I say, “He’s a co-worker. We’ve gone out a couple times.”

			Wes grimaces. “I bet he’s the perfect guy your parents have always wanted for you, isn’t he?”

			“He could be,” I say, letting the call go to voicemail.

			Wes pushes as if he doesn’t hear me. “Lia, after everything, can we please just be honest with each other? Every summer, I wondered if you’d be back, even if just for a day. I begged my mom to let me know if she ever saw you. I never stopped caring. But it seems like you did. Maybe you never cared.”

			This lie he’s created in his head about me and the reason I didn’t come back makes my neck hot. “Really? That’s the story you’re telling yourself?” I say. “What about you? You’re still friends with Andrea. You knew she hated me. She toyed with Mel every summer and you never cared.”

			Wes’s mouth hardens. “Andrea was my best friend here. Unlike you, I don’t ditch my friends.”

			“I was your best friend,” I retort, the recoil from his bullet pushing me against the wall. “Yet you gave her all the benefit of the doubt and not me.”

			I’d done my best to bury my needs, to put his first, and the one time I called for him, the one time I really needed him, he didn’t come through for me.

			“You’re right,” he acknowledges, his voice dropping low. “You were my best friend. You were my best everything. You leaving broke me.” He looks up, eyes a crystal fire burning with something I don’t understand.

			In the back of my mind, metal screeches as it bends, my head cracks and the world ends. Wes paces towards me, but my mouth has a mind of its own. “Ask Andrea about that day. Ask her if I called and what she said.”

			“Fuck Andrea,” Wes says, heated. “Why didn’t you try again? Was I only worth one phone call to you?”

			He was worth everything to me. But then he showed me that I was worth nothing to him. Except the way he’s looking at me now, hurt and hope blazing in his eyes, tells me that I was wrong about that. My heart leaps, uncontrolled, wanting to shout the answer, wanting to take over as if all the discipline I taught myself this decade washed away with the storm.

			But my phone buzzes, reminding me that I need to stay focused on the now. That I can’t engage in this vicious game of throwing grenades of old hurt at each other with the hope that the explosion will uncover the truth.

			“I can’t talk about this now,” I say, holding on to the one thing that makes sense to me. “I have to get to work.”

			I’m desperate for a moment to recover, for some much-needed space to figure out what has happened to us in all our years apart. The pressure to have an answer now is making it impossible to think.

			“Work?” Wes’s mouth hangs agape. “You mean you’re going to avoid everything again. Hiding isn’t going to make it go away, Lia.”

			“No,” I try to explain in earnest. “I want to talk to you, to tell you, I promise.”

			“You told me we were going to be together forever,” he said. “You broke that promise.”

			Before I can say anything else, he storms out of the room and I’m standing there with my phone, my unread messages and a heart that all the Scotch tape in the world can’t fix.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 22
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			10 YEARS AGO

			July

			The summer was supposed to be perfect, but it wasn’t. All I could think about was the school year ahead and how far Wes and I would be from each other. Even worse, I dreaded how it was the last summer that my family would have the cottage all to ourselves. My mother was already planning what utensils to leave for renters and what precious belongings to take. We decided to leave my books in my bedroom, a selling point for young families hoping for some time away from the city for their children.

			And I was lonely. Aside from occasional landscaping shifts, I spent most of my time at home. Wes was busy. He was determined to earn enough money to cover trips to visit me in the fall. Outings to Secret Island had fallen to the wayside. Time was too precious to be spent on the lake. In our few free minutes, we snuck into Wes’s room to find moments of privacy to torment one another.

			“How am I going to survive without you?” I asked with a gasp as Wes kissed down my neck onto my chest, the hot feeling of his mouth through my blouse zinging down to my core.

			His face was bright, feverish. As long as we were touching each other, we could forget about the reality that waited for us in the fall. How many years and miles were between us really being together.

			Wes pushed me down onto his bed. “I don’t know,” he murmured against my mouth, tugging me free of my shirt as I delved into his pants to hold him hot and heavy in my grip. “I’m addicted to being with you.”

			Oxytocin flooded my body. I couldn’t get enough of him, the scrape of his calluses against me, the salt of his skin, the taste of his tongue against mine.

			Everything was quick and hurried between us as we rushed to untangle each other from our clothes, fighting against a countdown that wouldn’t stop. Scarcity amplified sensation, his hurried fingers fumbling on the condom wrapper, me impatiently stroking him bare against me until, trembling, he begged me to stop, stop, stop because he was so close already. I pulled the condom out of his hands, tearing the package open with my teeth in a mindless fever to have him back in me. The frantic intimacy pushing us over the edge in seconds.

			Afterward, I wasn’t sated. Unravelling from him was painful. I needed and wanted all of him.

			But our time was up.

			“I have to go,” I said to him reluctantly as I layered on my clothes, the tang of his skin still on my lips.

			“Want to stay over for dinner?” Wes asked, rolling out of the cerulean sheets to hold me against him. “Or maybe I could come over?”

			“Soon,” I promised him, pressing a farewell kiss to his reddened lips. “My dad’s stressed out right now working overtime. It’ll be better if we wait till the end of the summer.”

			Not for the first time, I wished Wes understood. I never threw in his face that he hadn’t told his father about me yet either. But Wes felt his father didn’t matter, even though he was the kind of man who wouldn’t approve of his son dating an ‘immigrant.’ I said nothing about it. My plan was to tell my parents at the end of summer, so that they would have some time to process it while I was at school. They had to understand, I was eighteen. A real adult. They would take my decisions seriously.

			And once they knew, Wes and I could meet in Toronto every month. No more sneaking around.

			“I just want to spend more time with you,” he said, hopeful. “It’d be easier if we could just go out together. You know, like everyone else.”

			I pictured us going on dates, exploring the city together without a curfew, without limits, without worrying if my parents would find out.

			“It’s all I want too,” I said. It felt like a prayer.

			August

			A couple weeks later, my sister arrived after completing a summer theatre course at McGill. She returned with a transcript filled with middling grades, a new nose piercing and a serpent adorning the bicep of her right arm.

			“What’s this?” my mother asked, gripping Mel by the forearm when she came down the stairs for dinner dressed in a spaghetti tank top.

			Mel spun around. “It’s my new ink. Don’t you love it?”

			I did. It was simultaneously majestic and sassy. The tattoo screamed Mel. But tight vines of annoyance also curled around my stiff shoulders. Why did she always have to flaunt her decisions, the things she knew would set my parents off? Especially when I needed them in a calm headspace to accept Wes and me.

			“One year away from home and she thinks she’s an adult,” my father proclaimed over our dinner of barbecued tandoori chicken and a garden salad.

			My mother was trying to shift our meals into healthier fare after my father’s doctor told her that his blood sugar was creeping up, but my father was resentful. He wanted hearty beef curries, rotis and rice even if the current menu was more suited to the humid weather. The lighter meals made him irritable and his schedule only aggravated his temper. Pulling longer hours at work, driving to the cottage late on Friday nights only to leave again at noon on Sunday. He barely had time to breathe, and when he was with us he wanted silence and calm.

			Which I happily gave him. But my sister, ever since she’d gotten back, was itching for a fight. Mel rolled her eyes. “Dad, I’m nineteen years old. I’m an adult.”

			My father’s ruddy face steamed. “What is an adult, Mel? You are showing me a lack of maturity, a lack of understanding of what it means to be an adult, and what it means to be a member of this family. I trusted you and worked hard for you, and what do you do with my sacrifice? You spit on it.”

			“You look like a vagrant,” my mother commented. “This is why you came home with mediocre grades. Not enough time on school, too much time gallivanting around. We are paying too much tuition for body mutilation and B minuses.”

			“Mom,” I protested. “Everyone says that the first year of university is the most challenging. I’m sure Mel will get better grades next year.”

			“Maybe you should transfer to a school in Toronto and move back home,” my dad said. “You can’t be trusted alone. Look at your sister. At least she focuses.”

			My sister shrank into her chair, but she took one last shot, eyes wild as she looked at me. “You think your little Ms. Lia is so perfect? Well, she has a boyfriend.” Mel’s mouth then hung open like she was surprised by her own words.

			My father shifted his gaze to me, eyes narrowed. “What are you talking about? Lia, explain yourself.”

			My heart jumped into my throat. I couldn’t speak. Mel’s chin wobbled with guilt. She tried to meet my gaze with apologetic eyes, but her betrayal was a sharp knife in the back.

			I searched between my mother and father. This was not the right time to bring up Wes. They were riled up and ready to prosecute with no evidence. Any proof that Wes and I were good for each other, that we loved each other, would be discarded.

			“Billy and I were ‘dating,’ ” I said, using my fingers as quotation marks. “We were spending so much time together on debate it kind of made sense, you know? It didn’t mean anything.” I tried to stay nonchalant, hoping my parents would see that none of this was a big deal.

			My father was speechless, eyes bugging out of his head.

			“Isn’t he that studious Korean boy?” my mother asked, putting together the pieces. “At least the boy was a hard worker, Karim.”

			“That doesn’t matter,” my father said, anger and disappointment radiating from him. My insides shrivelled. “I can’t believe you would hurt me like this, my daughter. This boy, he is not like us. That you would even think about being with someone who doesn’t understand us, doesn’t understand our culture, makes me wonder where we went wrong with raising you.”

			Pressure built behind my sinuses as he continued. “I have done everything for this family. We have come from so far, worked so hard to build a future here. When you were babies, every day we counted the money in the bank account to make sure you had food, diapers and opportunities I never had. But instead of being appreciative of where we come from, of who we are, you forget the values that we have instilled in you.”

			I studied the worn linen tablecloth, searching in the frayed thread for the correct words to fix our argument.

			“You are never to speak to that boy again,” my father said. “How am I supposed to trust you going to university next year, Lia?”

			“I’m sorry, Dad,” I said, pinning my arms against my stomach. “You can trust me. I promise, it was nothing.”

			“It isn’t nothing. You have broken my heart with how little you care for our heritage, our values.” He stood up from the table, the chair creaking with the absence of his weight. “I’ve lost my appetite.”

			“But, Dad, I do care about our values,” I protested.

			“I can’t bear to hear you speak anymore,” he said. Blood rushed to my cheeks as he walked away, my mother racing after him.

			I stared down at my empty plate in the silent aftermath.

			“I’m so sorry,” my sister tried to apologize, but it was too late to calm the suffocating, black dread taking over my body. “I just wanted him to understand who we are. You get it, right?”

			“I can’t believe you would do that to me,” I snapped, gut churning. “You’re supposed to have my back. I would never have done anything like this to you.”

			Mel started to say something, stopping and starting through inadequate words that I didn’t hear. I ran to the washroom as nausea spiralled my dinner up and out of my stomach. After, clammy and sticky, I worried there would never be a time when my parents would understand me.
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				A couple weeks later, my father was back in Toronto for work and the tension at home had dissipated. I was taking advantage of every free moment to be with Wes, but time was sliding through our fingers. The approach of September was a shadow over every second we had together. We gripped each other, knuckles white, trying to ignore the gloom.

			“I’m dead,” I said as Wes’s weight pressed me into his bed. “You’re crushing me.”

			He laughed, rolling to his side to face me, dragging his hand over my bare waist. I shifted closer to him, my feet resting against his shins. A chilly breeze wafted through the window, a warning of the fall. His smile faded.

			“Lia,” he said, brushing a kiss to the corner of my mouth. “I’ve been thinking…it’s almost the end of summer. When do you think we should tell your parents about us?”

			My liquid bones immediately crystallized, sharp under my skin. “What do you mean?”

			Wes’s arm dropped from my waist, his expression sobering. “We’ve been talking about it all summer. I want to make it official before we’re away at school. I want us to be real.”

			“We are real, I promise,” I said. “I just think we should wait. My parents are so freaked out right now about Mel. They want to keep her home next year.” My dad had started talking to Mel and me again, but our relationship felt fragile like fine china.

			“But we’re eighteen. We’re going to university soon. What can your parents do then?” Wes asked, eyes earnest and wide like the horizon.

			How did Wes not get it? Maybe because his parents were different. He’d taken on responsibilities he shouldn’t have because of his father’s failures. But my father had worked hard, done everything for me. I loved my parents, even if I didn’t always agree with them. I had to take their feelings into account when making decisions.

			“They need time to accept that I’m growing up,” I said. “Besides, what if they get mad and decide they won’t help with tuition anymore or something?”

			“But it’s not like I’m some stranger. They know me. How mad can they get?” Wes sat up, leaning against his headboard. I scrambled to join him, pulling the covers up to my chest. “Let me take you to my grad party next week. It can be our first official date. Everyone will be there.”

			Shaking my head, I frowned. There was no way I could go to the grad party. Even if I got out of the house, the chances of getting caught were too high, especially so close to the end of the summer. I’d worked so hard to be perfect so my family would see me as responsible, but now everything was in jeopardy. One small tiptoe out of line had cost me their respect. Even now, I’d only been able to sneak out to see Wes because my father was back in Toronto and my mother had gone into town for groceries.

			“I can’t go.” I looked down at the navy duvet. “My dad flipped out at the idea of me dating anyone, Wes.”

			“Wait, you didn’t tell me you mentioned us to your parents? What did they say?” Wes asked eagerly.

			“No.” I looked away. “They thought I was dating Billy. From debate club.”

			“I know who Billy is,” Wes said, expression dimming. “Why would they think that?”

			Hesitatingly, I described the argument with Mel over the dinner table and how she’d implied I had a boyfriend and my father’s reaction.

			“I know it’s scary, Lia,” Wes said. “But we’re going to be together forever. Why not be open about it?”

			“I know, but how does telling everyone now make a difference? It’s not like we’re getting married.”

			“But we will one day,” he said, grabbing my hand. “I’d propose to you now if you wanted me to. I could ask my mom for her old ring. Would that make it better for your parents?”

			I took him in, all ruffled hair and earnest smile, and acid rose into my throat. “Wes, that’s not the issue. We’re going to stay together forever. What are you so worried about?”

			Wes dropped my hand. “I just feel like there are so many changes coming. I want to feel like what we have is for certain.”

			“It will be,” I said, frustration staining my voice. “Why can’t you trust me on this?”

			“Everyone says long-distance doesn’t work. Especially in university. People get distracted or fall for someone else. Even serious couples. And you don’t even want to tell your parents about us? My friends think you’re not in this, that I’m making a mistake,” he said.

			I gaped at him. “Who would even say that? Andrea? Why are you talking to her about us?”

			“She’s my oldest friend here,” he explained defensively. “She gets what I’m going through.”

			Unlike you. The unspoken words lanced my stomach. I sidled away from him, crossing my arms tightly. “You know I don’t like her. She hurt Mel.” And she’s been waiting to hurt me.

			“Who else am I supposed to talk to about this?” he continued vehemently. “How can I trust that what we have is real when you won’t even acknowledge us to your parents?”

			My breath caught in my throat. “Wes, I love you. We’re real.”

			“Then marry me, and your parents can’t do anything about us anymore,” he said. “We’ll belong to each other.”

			My face shuttered. I dreamed of our future, Wes and I together as adults, celebrating our love in front of everyone. But not this way, with desperation and fear draped over us. I shook my head. “We can’t.”

			Wes curled his back. “You don’t want to be with me?”

			“I want nothing more than to be with you,” I said, begging him to understand. “But we’re eighteen. We don’t need to rush. My parents would freak out if I got married so young.”

			“You mean like my parents did?” Wes’s face closed off. He slipped out of bed, grabbing his clothes, tossing mine at me. “I can’t do this anymore.”

			“Can’t do what?” I croaked.

			“I need some space to think about this. Us. Figure out where we stand before we leave for university.”

			“What do you mean?” I choked out. Did he mean an hour? A day? Or something more permanent? We’d have hundreds of kilometres and a provincial border between us soon. My heart crumpled. I couldn’t believe that he wanted to miss out on a single minute together. Wes’s expression remained an impassive granite.

			“A week. I have the party and stuff and you can’t go, anyway.” When I didn’t reply, he looked at his decorative Omega on the bedside table. “You should probably leave,” he said.

			For the first time, I felt vulnerable being naked in front of him. I slid out sideways from the covers to throw on my clothes like armour, pulse racing as I trudged downstairs.

			I stopped, leaning against the frame of the front door before I left. Each breath I took felt like an infinity as I tried to keep still, calm my heartbeat, so I could hear him call my name to get me to stop. He never called after me.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 23

			[image: ]

			PRESENT DAY

			July

			After Wes’s departure, I try to focus on work and the pending final due diligence documentation expected by end of today. But Eleanor’s daytime silence is foreboding, even more so following last night’s barrage of texts. After seven hours of unbroken sleep, I should be more focused, but every scroll of my finger on the trackpad as I pore over the documents feels like wading through sludge. Maybe I should have said something differently. Maybe I should have taken more time with Wes, because now I’ve uprooted the fragile renewal of our friendship.

			I’ve been so distracted that I forgot to respond to Hassan’s last message. After I didn’t pick up his call, he sent follow-up messages throughout the morning.

			
				Hassan: Hey! How are you? Been a bit! Just wanted to check in :)

				Hassan: Sending you thoughts and prayers, Norah said that Eleanor is on a rampage today

			

			All innocuous enough. Nothing that should be making my stomach churn. But all I can think about is how right it felt waking up next to Wes. Even if we don’t have a future together, I’m not over him. The years have not healed my old wounds.

			Or maybe I’m a plaster sculpture, formed around loving Wes, too brittle to take another shape.

			What I’m doing isn’t fair to Hassan. Instead of going through yet another year of financial statements, I find myself pacing in the living room at lunchtime until I gather the courage to click FaceTime.

			“Lia, you’re alive.” Hassan answers immediately. He’s leaning back against his office chair, arms of his dress shirt casually rolled up, suit jacket nowhere to be found. I long to be like him, at home at Gold & Wright, doing the things that a good immigrant child does.

			“I am.” I anxiously twirl a lock of my hair. “Listen, Hassan. I am so sorry I haven’t been responding to your messages. I’ve just been thinking.”

			“Oh,” he says, easy smile fading. “Why do I have the feeling that this isn’t going somewhere good?”

			“I don’t know if it’s not good,” I say, forcing myself to stop pacing and sit down in my dad’s armchair. “Hassan, do you ever wonder if you wouldn’t be where you are if you weren’t trying to live up to your parents’ expectations?”

			“I owe everything to my parents.” He leans forward, brow creased with consideration. “I used to want to be a criminal defence lawyer or maybe even a social worker, but they told me that those ideas weren’t a good fit for me. And they were right. Neither of those fields would have offered the kind of income and prestige I have now. I’m grateful for my parents’ guidance.”

			“I wish I was like you,” I tell him. Hassan winces as I continue, “Being at the cottage has made me feel like I can breathe again. I’m remembering who I used to be and all the things I wanted and dreamed of. Now I’m wondering if it’s worth the risk to let myself dream again.”

			He smiles sadly. “You sound like a girl in love. I’m guessing not with me.”

			“No, Hassan, I’m sorry.”

			“Don’t be.” He clears his throat. “You shouldn’t be afraid to go after what you want. It’s been a long time since I have, truthfully. Maybe I should look more at my own life.”

			There’s more there, hidden under his laissez-faire attitude, but I don’t push. This is probably the deepest we’ve been with each other.

			“I don’t think my love story has a happy ending.” It’s my turn to smile sadly. “But I wanted to be honest with you. Even if we don’t have a future together as a couple, I really appreciated getting to know you. Do you think there’s any chance we could be friends?”

			He turns to the window, the midday sun streaming through his office as he considers. “Yeah,” he says, turning back to me. “We can be friends.”

			When I hang up, there’s a weight off my shoulders and finally, finally I can focus. I only look through the window once. Okay, twice. But he isn’t there.

			In the middle of the afternoon, while I’m in the midst of finalizing a summary, my phone goes off.

			“Hey, Ciji.” I answer on speakerphone, so I can focus on my screen. Once I get this done, I have only a few more hours of work to go before I can take a break.

			“Hey. Helen invited me over for a sleepover and a movie marathon after school. Can I go?” Ciji asks.

			“Okay, but I can’t drop off clothes or anything to you, though,” I say.

			“I can borrow clothes,” she huffs. “It’s not a big deal. Besides, Wes cancelled tutoring today so I’ll just study with Helen instead.”

			I bite my lip. It’s my fault that Wes cancelled, I know it. And I don’t have time today to help Ciji. “Fine, but send me Helen’s parents’ contact information and don’t forget to check in regularly.”

			“Thanks.” She disconnects before I can reply. It’s only a couple hours later, when I’m redlining one of the contracts to send back to Eleanor for review, that I realize Ciji never messaged me Helen’s information.

			
				Lia: Ciji? Did you get to Helen’s ok?

			

			Nothing, not even when I upload the document for Eleanor another hour later. I call Ciji. It rings once, and then cuts off. She’s screening my calls. So I message her again.

			It’s barely evening but clouds have gathered again outside, making it feel later than it is. Frustrated, I sit on the sofa glaring at my phone waiting for Ciji to get back to me. I text Norah, who tries to reassure me that Ciji wouldn’t want to pick up my call in front of her friends because she’d be embarrassed by my constant hovering.

			Still unsettled, I return to my document review. Just a few more hours to go. I get back into a groove and am at the finish line when my phone finally rings. It is now dark outside.

			“Ciji, I’ve been waiting ages for you to get back to me,” I say, censure in my tone.

			“Lia.” Ciji’s voice is hoarse, like she’s been crying or shouting for some time. Or both. “Can you pick me up? I want to come home.”

			“Can Helen’s mother drop you off?” I ask.

			Silence, and then she says, slurred, “No. I’m sorry, I lied, I’m at a party. One of the guys invited me.”

			“Where?” My neck tenses. The last time I drove was a decade ago, and public transportation up here is non-existent, unless you count hitchhiking.

			She lists an address I don’t recognize. I pull up Google Maps. It’s a twenty-minute drive, an impossible walk, and meanwhile she’s at a party with a bunch of kids who are up to who knows what. It’s my fault and there’s no one I can ask for help. I have to get her back safe.

			No matter what.

			“Please come soon,” she says. “I don’t feel well, Lia.”

			I grab Shehla’s keys from the ring by the front door, the grooves biting into my hand. “Share your location with me. I’m on my way,” I say, hanging up.

			She does, and I share mine back with her, even though I’m going to lose service in the dead zone between the cottage and the highway.

			In a last-ditch attempt to avoid driving, I knock on the Forests’ door, but no one answers. I kick myself; neither car is in the driveway. Desperate, I try calling Wes. His phone rings once, twice before going to voicemail, and I hang up. I have to go now, Ciji is waiting.

			Clouds layer over the sheen of stars in the sky, but the brightest lights trickle through. Today is not like that stormy day, slick with rain and heavy fog, so many years ago. Not knowing if Ciji’s safe or not unfreezes me. I have to do this. I steel myself as I enter the compact sedan and am greeted with beige fabric seats and the new car smell from the air freshener.

			Driving a car is like riding a bike. I know how to do this. At least that’s what I tell myself as I turn the car on, unlock the parking brake and somehow pull out of the driveway.

			Except every lurch of the car over gravel sends a spike of adrenaline into my veins, and the large oak trees loom like menacing guardsmen as the pathway seems to narrow in on me. The urgency of this drive makes my hands shake until I’m barely keeping control of the car. A surprising crunch of the tires makes me jerk, but I right myself. I’m almost at the highway when a foggy shape, big enough to be a bear, dashes in front of my headlights.

			I swerve, losing control, the car jerking and turning until it stops, the windshield going black with a bang. My breath comes in harsh pants, the belt digging into my abdomen, and a primal fear roars in me like an angry beast.

			Finally the darkness gives way to the long, draping leaves of a tree branch, the dim starlight pushing through the gaps in the foliage. I’ve crashed into a tree. My windshield is intact, but my breathing is broken.

			I need to get out of the car. I need dirt and ground beneath my feet. With my last remnants of sense, I hit the hazard lights and tumble out the door.

			How long has it been since Ciji called? Is she okay?

			I check my phone. One bar of service. I missed a call from Wes. Holding the phone out, I turn in a circle hoping to capture more bars when the screen lights up, the phone buzzing in my cold fingers.

			“Hello?” I gasp.

			“Lia?” Wes asks, the reception making his voice tinny. “Is everything alright?”

			I look at the car, tucked away under a branch with the lights flashing red, turning everything a bloody hue. “No,” I say. “I’m not alright.”

			He’s there, on the phone, waiting for me.

			“I fucked up,” I tell him. My explanation is a jumbled word search. Ciji, the car, needing to get her, my apologies for ruining his evening.

			“I’m coming to get you,” Wes says, somehow understanding my unintelligible plea. “Where are you?”

			“I don’t know,” I say, voice shaky. “Somewhere between the cottage and the highway, on the side of the road.”

			“I’ll be there soon.” His seatbelt clicks and I hear the car starting. Even though we don’t talk, he leaves the phone on, and I try to calm myself with the faint sounds of his breath in the distance.

			Finally Wes’s green Jetta rolls into view from the direction of the highway, stopping ahead of me. Gravel crunches under his feet as he approaches. I’m curled into myself, standing next to my car. He says nothing as he checks me, hands sailing over my arms, and I feel myself shiver.

			Until I realize I’m not the one who’s shaking. Wes vibrates with tension; I reach up to his nape, dragging my thumb reassuringly across the back. It sinks in that I’ve interrupted his evening. He’s wearing a pair of pressed khakis that outline his thighs and a grey button-down that makes his eyes vivid like the stars hidden behind the clouds.

			“I’m so sorry,” I stammer, as he pulls me in against him.

			He doesn’t hear my apologies. “I didn’t pick up,” Wes says. I feel his swallow against my forehead. “I called you back but you didn’t pick up, and all I could think about was how we’d left things. I had to find you.”

			“I know,” I say, pulling away to look up to him. My chest is still heavy but the anxiety has receded, present but no longer all-encompassing. “I didn’t have service.”

			“I realized but I couldn’t help but worry. I spoke to Andrea today about that morning and she told me what she said when you called. Lia, I’m so sorry,” he says, his expression splintered. “I want to explain.”

			I close my eyes, taken back to that day, but force myself to shake my head. “Wes, we can’t right now. We have to get Ciji. She’s at a party and I don’t know what’s going on.”

			“Right,” he says, shaking his head. “You’re right.”

			I follow Wes into his car, leaving my aunt’s emergency flashers on. We drive silently, following the directions on Maps. His hands clench around the steering wheel. I lean back against the headrest, taking in the smell of clean lemon soap and pine, my nerves steadying.

			Finally we reach the town, our speed slowing as we drive past the quiet homes with minivans out front until we come to a cul-de-sac with cars littering the side of the road. Lights are on in every window of the house, a beacon guiding us to the party.

			I slide out of the car and call Ciji.

			“We’re here,” I say when she picks up. But I’m not sure she can hear me over the thump of music in the background.

			I walk up the winding driveway and ring the doorbell and knock. No one will hear it over the rush of the music. I send her a text message, and finally Ciji slips out. She closes the door on throngs of people behind her.

			I take in her spaghetti top, one strap hanging limp off her shoulder, and her smeared dark lipstick. Even in the dim lighting, her eyes are downcast. “I’m sorry,” she mumbles, stumbling forward. I reach to fix her strap and she lets me.

			“The car is over there,” I say, putting my hand on her arm tentatively, and then more firmly when she doesn’t shake me off.

			I pull her along with me, steadying her as she stumbles on the steps. The cloying scent of alcohol washes over me, but she seems especially small right now and I can’t bring myself to lecture her in this moment.

			I open the back passenger door and slide Ciji in. She lets me buckle her up, like a child, and then I take my seat.

			“Hey, Ciji,” Wes says. She doesn’t answer. When I meet his eyes, he has a hooded expression.

			We drive home in silence, heavy with the smell of overindulged rum. Ciji stares out the window and eventually nods off.

			“I don’t know what got into her,” I tell Wes, quietly, careful to not wake her. My parents would have sent me into lockdown if I was ever caught drinking. But they were never interested in why we did what we did. Yet in this moment, regardless of the circumstances, I find myself thinking about the stress of everything going on in Ciji’s life and how it might make sense to get trashed and make out with a boy, to feel good even if it’s fleeting.

			“You’ll figure it out,” he says. The words come out gentle, but I get the message. You’ll figure it out. Not we. Because we aren’t a team anymore.

			When we arrive home, the stopping motion wakes Ciji. “Oh god,” she says, opening the car door. She puts her hands to her mouth and then retches, again and again until everything pours out of her in a rancid, sour torrent. I rush to hold her hair back, my sandals narrowly avoiding the splatter.

			She moans, running into the house, the front door closing with a snap behind her.

			“I’m going to go after her,” I say, looking apologetically back at Wes. “Thank you for your help.”

			“I can get your aunt’s car,” he says quietly from where he’s leaning against the door. “Need a walk to clear my head, anyway.”

			My fingers brush against his as I hand the keys to him, and then he’s gone into the darkness.

			When I get inside, I expect Ciji to be hiding in her room so I can’t scold her. Instead I find her shaking on the sofa underneath my dad’s throw blanket, as if she couldn’t make it any further before she collapsed.

			“Are you mad?” she asks me.

			I sit down on the cushion next to her feet. “Not mad. I’m glad you called me and that you’re safe.”

			Ciji gulps down a sob. “I’m sorry about going to the party. I just wanted to be one of them, you know. And Everett was so nice. He called me beautiful and made me drinks. But then I started feeling really sick and I thought I was going to fall over, die and vomit.”

			“Well, you only did one of those things,” I say, coaxing a watery laugh from her.

			Her laughter fades and she spews out, in a rush, “You shouldn’t be so nice to me. I snuck out with Helen on Wednesday night before the quiz.”

			Those sounds that morning were from her sneaking back home, not from her searching for a snack. Internally, I berate myself for my naïveté. “I wish you hadn’t lied to me, Ciji. But I get it, I wasn’t always honest with my parents either.”

			“Mom’s never going to forgive me for being such a screw-up,” she continues, stopping to belch. “Ugh, I don’t feel well.”

			“Let’s get you upstairs,” I tell her. She leans on me fully as I haul her upright and drag her up the stairs. I tuck her in, leaving Tylenol and a large glass of water at her bedside. “Sleep well, Ciji.”

			Her breath comes in steady, sleepy waves, and I turn off the light and softly close her door.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 24
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			PRESENT DAY

			July

			After debating back and forth, I call my sister. Even after everything, she’s the only person I know who’ll get what I’m going through with Ciji. I pace the length of my bedroom, waiting for her to answer, hoping she isn’t already asleep.

			“Did you hear that Shehla needs chemo?” Mel says when she picks up. Her voice is strained, as if she’s been trying not to cry. My body sags with the news, and I rest my head against the wall because I can’t hold myself up alone anymore.

			“What’s going on?”

			It pours out of Mel. The tumour pathology being unfavourable, how the doctors want to be aggressive with therapy to maximize her chance of recovery. How Shehla will need to fight for her life.

			“She’s strong,” I say to Mel. “And when she’s not, we can be strong for her.” My jaw clenches with the lie. Because even though I told Ciji I’m not mad, I am. Mad at myself. The anger is thick, spewing lava in my belly. I’m the one who screwed everything up, missing what Ciji was getting up to behind my back.

			I’m blinking back tears when my phone dings with a Teams message. At this hour it could only be Eleanor.

			“It’s my boss. Ugh, it’s too late for this,” I moan. All my responsibilities, the work I was supposed to get done today, rush through me.

			“Do you want to call me back later?” Mel asks. My phone starts ringing.

			“No. I need to talk to you,” I say, ignoring my spike of stress as I send the call to voicemail without looking.

			“So, why did you call?” Mel asks.

			I pry myself off the wall and crawl into bed. “You’ll be pleased to know that I did mess up with Ciji. That I am the opposite of perfect.” I update her on the sneaking out and the party and how I had to call Wes for help.

			“I didn’t mean it that way,” Mel says. “I didn’t want things with Ciji to be so hard.”

			“I’m not trying to be perfect to show you up, you know that, right? I think you’re amazing,” I say. “So it hurt to hear that’s how you felt. Especially because I already feel like crap. I wrecked everything for our family.”

			“What do you mean?” Mel asks.

			I look up, at the speckled ceiling, finding the words. “It feels like it was my fault Dad got sick,” I tell her quietly. “And there’s nothing I can do to make up for it, for all my mistakes. We always seem to be fighting now, you, me and Mom. Dad is gone. I don’t want to lose you both too, and it feels like I am.”

			Mel’s breath is heavy over the phone. “I shouldn’t have betrayed your confidence that summer. All I wanted was for you to trust me and I ruined it. I’m sorry.”

			“You did,” I acknowledge.

			“Listen, Lia. I was jealous and sometimes I’m still jealous about how easy it seems for you to do everything the way Mom wants. But just because Mom and I argue, it doesn’t mean she doesn’t love me. Just like how you and I can fight, and it doesn’t mean that we don’t love each other. And you didn’t do anything to Dad. You living your life didn’t cause Dad to get sick.”

			The clouds thin and moonlight streams through the window. “I love you too,” I say. “I just wanted to make things easier, for all of us.”

			“Your job isn’t to make things easier for me,” Mel says fiercely. “You’re not supposed to sacrifice yourself for the sake of harmony. I’ll support you with whatever you want, whatever you choose. Regardless of if it’s what Mom or Dad would want.”

			“I’ll do the same for you,” I vow.

			The silence stretches over the two hundred kilometres between Toronto and Pike Bay, but for a moment, it feels like my sister is sitting right next to me.

			“So,” she asks, “how are things with that guy you were dating?”

			I let out an exasperated laugh. “It’s over.”

			“Are you sad?” she asks, really asks, like she cares.

			It’s a good question. I’m sad about a lot of things and I’ve been excellent at avoiding them. “Not about Hassan,” I say.

			“We can talk about it if you want,” she tells me. “Or not. Whatever you want.”

			“There’s just a lot. Like work. The choices I’ve made with my life. I think there are some things I need to process myself first,” I say. “Listen, I have a question for you. I saw Andrea this week, and I wondered, do you ever think of her anymore?”

			She’s silent on the line and I worry maybe I pushed too deep. “Occasionally,” she says unevenly. “Mostly because I feel bad for her, that she didn’t feel like she could be who she was. In hindsight, I realize she must have been very unhappy. I hope that she’s happier now. Because I am.”

			“Do you ever wonder if you’d be together in another universe?”

			“Absolutely not. She was a complicated moment in my childhood.” Mel laughs. “We were never like you and Wes. Whatever happened between you, I never understood it. You two had something special.”

			“I thought we did too,” I tell her, picturing his stricken face when he walked off earlier. “It’s hard being here with him. We have moments where it feels like we could go back in time to where we started, and others where we’re on opposite sides of an unbreachable sinkhole.”

			“Let me turn this question back to you. Before now, did you think of Wes? Wonder about him?”

			I sit up and let my gaze lift up towards the stars. “I didn’t want to, but yes, every day.”

			“You should talk to him.”

			“What if it’s too late?” I ask, staring blankly.

			“You won’t know until you try. And Lia? It’s not only on you. He made mistakes too.”

			“I know,” I say. “I think I can forgive him, if he can forgive me.”

			“Tell him,” Mel urges. “Don’t have regrets.”
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			After I get off the call with my sister, I mull over her advice. I owe Wes the truth, but the hour is inching towards midnight. When I check my phone, I’m greeted with a flurry of messages on Teams. Shit. I forgot to send in my document review. I open my laptop and quickly pore over my work. It’s close enough to done. It’s midnight already, so maybe it’s too late, but I send it to Eleanor anyway.

			Even with the work off my plate, I can’t seem to settle. When I scroll through the remaining notifications, I find the call I sent to voicemail was from Wes. The need to speak to him overwhelms me. I peer through my window. The car is back but his light isn’t on, so I text him.

			
				Lia: You still up?

			

			When he doesn’t answer, I try to settle into my bedtime routine of brushing my teeth and changing into my pajamas, but a restless current courses through me.

			Finally I pull on a pair of sweatpants and a hoodie to guard against the brisk nighttime air. I tiptoe past Ciji’s room, where she’s gently snoring, and go outside. It’s so dark I can barely see my hand in front of my face, but I know how to get to Wes’s place even with my eyes closed.

			Two steps to the left to avoid the willow tree, and then one to the right, and I’m steady across the uneven yard…when I stumble right into a wall that shouldn’t be there.

			“Oof,” I say as the wall reaches out to steady me, warm and careful.

			“Looks like you had the same idea I did,” Wes says. “I called but I assumed you were dealing with Ciji. Listen, I wanted to check in on you after everything. I meant what I said before, I do want to be there for you again, in whatever way we can be. Friends, if that’s what you want. I’m sorry for pushing you too far this morning.”

			“I was on the phone with Mel,” I say slowly. “But I couldn’t sleep afterwards. I need to talk to you. You were right. There are things I need to share with you and I don’t want to wait any longer.”

			We both look down, to where he hasn’t let go of me. Even though it’s dark, being close to him here is the calmest I’ve felt in a long time.

			“Can we go inside? I want to tell you everything.”

			I sense rather than see his nod, the tight way he’s holding me against him, the relief and wariness in his next exhale.

			He pulls me back into his house, tiptoeing down to the basement, where we sit leaning against each other on the old couches, and I tell him the rest of our story.
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			10 YEARS AGO

			August

			I half expected Wes to message me in the week that passed after our argument, but there was nothing but radio silence. Not even an answering bedtime flicker of his lights.

			“Why so glum, beta? Are you worrying about university?” my dad asked me. It was the afternoon, and despite the sweltering heat outside, I was bundled mournfully under a pile of blankets on the sofa. I’d never fought with Wes before. I’d never fought with anyone besides my sister, and the unrest made me queasy and depressed.

			“A headache,” I managed to get out.

			He got up then, shuffling, and returned with a cup of chai. “With two sugars, the way you like,” he announced, leaving it steaming on the coffee table in front of me.

			“Thanks, Dad,” I said, taking a sip and burrowing back into the covers.

			“Wow, someone’s PMSing,” Mel announced, flouncing into the living room. My mug was now empty, but I still didn’t have the energy to emerge from my cocoon.

			I grimaced. Periods were not a dad-friendly conversation topic. “Very funny.” But her joke jogged my memory. When was the last time I’d had my period?

			I unbundled myself and went upstairs to check my phone calendar for the reminders I’d started leaving for myself after an unfortunate incident stained my favourite jeans in math class last year.

			My heart climbed up my throat as the page loaded. June. Was it possible I’d had my period last month and forgot to note it down? But with the way Wes and I had been all over each other, how would I have missed it?

			I needed Wes. I needed him to talk me down. Now.

			
				Lia: Just checking in. Was hoping to talk?

			

			The three dots that signalled he was typing appeared and then disappeared. He wasn’t going to answer.

			My father’s words flashed through my head. These people are not like us. They won’t be there for us. I was going to have to deal with this alone. But I needed to know for sure.

			I forced myself downstairs. “Do we have any soda?” I asked my mother.

			“No soda,” she said, throwing a tray of samosas into the oven.

			“Can I drive to the general store? I have a period craving.” Somehow, I sounded normal, even though I feared the worst.

			“Yes. If you get some chocolate chips, I can also make you some cookies,” my mother said, clucking and pressing the back of her hand onto my forehead.

			“Sure,” I said. “Does anyone else need anything from the store?”

			My dad called from the living room. “I need some more TUMS,” he grunted. “This heartburn isn’t going away.”

			“No more chilies with dinner tonight, Karim,” my mother replied. “Can you grab them, dhingli?”

			My knuckles were white from gripping the steering wheel by the time I arrived at the store. I picked up a case of Sprite and some Chipits milk chocolate chips and forced myself to the pharmacy aisle for a pregnancy test.

			The box was innocuous looking. Clearblue, 99 percent accuracy. But condoms were supposed to be just as effective and we’d used them every time. We were safe.

			The cashier, a lady in her thirties, rang up my purchases, her face twisting in sympathy. I said, “For my friend. She’s nervous,” and smiled a big, innocent smile that made my face split into two. Once she was no longer looking at me, I crept to the blue outhouse in the back.

			My cycles were typically like clockwork, but the stress of the past few days would make anyone late. This test was only for reassurance. Soon I’d know my period was en route and everything would be okay.

			Peeing on the stick was a process of painful stops and spurts. When I finished, I put the stick to the side, wiping my hands with sanitizer, my breath steadier. There was no way that I was pregnant. I was going to be Lia, successful lawyer. Not Lia, the failure who brought shame onto her parents who had sacrificed everything for her. Not Lia, who gave up everything for a boy who wouldn’t even text her back.

			The three minutes passed and I turned back to the test, expecting relief to flood in me. But there it was, the second crisp blue line, the same colour as the fluorescent porta-potty.

			Pregnant.

			I left the proof behind in the overflowing trash, my ears roaring. I could be like Ms. Forest, trapping a boy with a baby he wanted nothing to do with. Our child would be like Wes, torn between two worlds. My parents would abandon me. My future that we’d all worked so hard for, a distant memory. Everything that I was, that I was meant to be, would be taken away.

			There was only one path forward.

			Time felt like it was speeding up and slowing down all at once. I was both handing my mother the chocolate chips and hiding in my room to call the closest family medicine clinic for an urgent appointment. They told me they didn’t have room for me, but when I was unable to suppress a hushed sob, the receptionist soothed me. “I’ll find you a time, honey,” she promised.

			I let out a sigh of relief. I couldn’t imagine what would happen if my parents found out. I would be imprisoned in my room, a shame on my family. My dad’s trust in me, my parents’ love. I’d thrown it all away. And the only person I could tell, who needed to know, wouldn’t answer my messages.

			They booked me into an urgent cancellation spot for the next afternoon. I tried calling Wes. I needed him with me. But he didn’t pick up. I left a voicemail and then a text message, asking if we could talk.

			Defeated, I crawled into bed. It took all my energy to fake a smile for my mother when she knocked at my door before bed. Once everyone was asleep, I wrapped up pads in toilet paper and stuffed them in the bin in the washroom so my mother wouldn’t get suspicious that the menstrual supply packages were unopened.

			Hours passed without a message from Wes. I stared at his window, waiting for him to come home, but it remained dark.

			Finally, at midnight, he texted me.

			
				Wes: Sry, at the party

			

			I blinked back tears. He’d wanted me there, as his date, and now I was an afterthought.

			
				Lia: I need to talk to you. Can we meet tomorrow before work?

			

			The reply was swift.

			
				Wes: Stop blowing up Wes’s phone. He’s having fun with his FRIENDS

			

			Eyes watering, I put my phone away. I stayed up all night watching his window, trying to catch him when he came home, but I passed out at four a.m. in a restless and lurching sleep. When I woke up, the sky was overcast and Wes’s car still wasn’t back.

			Would I be able to find him before…I had to…

			I could barely breathe. Every time I thought about what I had to do, I wanted to throw up. My sister was at the library. Maybe I should have gotten her help, but I didn’t trust her anymore.

			I needed an excuse to use the car. “I’m meeting Wes and his friends for lunch in Wiarton,” I told my parents. “Can I take the car?”

			My mother was exasperated. “You’re tired from your period and you want to run around?”

			“All I’ve been doing is resting this summer,” I argued. “School starts soon. I just want to see my friends and enjoy my free time.”

			“Fine,” my mother relented. “Don’t stay out too long.”

			My father lumbered from the living room. “Lia, can you grab the TUMS from the grocery store this time?”

			I had forgotten. A niggle of guilt worked in my belly. “Sure, Dad.”

			“Thank you, beta. I know I can count on you.” He gave me a warm smile, but I avoided his eyes. I was not his perfect daughter. Now I was paying the price.

			I called Wes again as soon as I got in the car.

			“Hey, can you stop calling Wesley? He’s busy right now.” My ears rang with Andrea’s voice. Why was she answering his phone?

			I took a deep breath. My need to speak with Wes outweighed my feelings. “Andrea, it’s Lia,” I said tersely. “Can you grab him. It’s urgent.”

			“Oh my god,” Andrea said. “He doesn’t want to hear from you. Can’t you take a hint? Stop being so desperate. There’s a reason he stayed with me last night.”

			My hands trembled. While I had been here, dealing with this, he’d been with her. “He stayed with you,” I repeated back to her, voice shaking.

			“And he used to think you were smart. Yes, he’s still in bed,” Andrea gloated.

			My numb fingers dropped my phone into my lap. He stayed with Andrea last night. Desperate, sharp knives clawed at my eyes. All I wanted to do was cry and wail, but I didn’t have time. I had to leave for my appointment now.

			Maybe my father had been right about Wes and people like him all along. Maybe they were different. Maybe he never understood me. Maybe I was just a novelty to him, and we were never in love. I spiralled deeper and deeper.

			The only person I could count on was myself. Only I could get myself out of this situation, make everything go back to how it was supposed to be. I started down the road, just as the rain began to pour in heaping drops, like the world was crying for me.

			I would find a way through this. No one would ever need to know.

			As soon as lightning ripped through the sky, my mother called. “The weather looks bad, maybe come back and I can drive you there? Or you can go another time? There is no need to run around after that boy.”

			Hysterical laughter bubbled in me. I had to get to my appointment. It was the only thing that mattered. I kept my voice calm as I told her, “I’ll be fine.” I tossed my phone onto the passenger seat.

			The sky opened up as I raced down the highway, closer and closer to the doctor’s office. I was so alone, the sky so dark, as I drove towards my future in my mother’s gigantic SUV. Anger tinged with grief coated me, dark and heavy like ink. I needed Wes. We were supposed to be there for each other, forever. Just as I was about to merge off the road, I saw my phone light up from the corner of my eye.

			Wesley Forest blazed across the screen.

			Instinctively I lunged for the phone, but my hands slipped off the steering wheel, the car veering to the right. The world shook. I dropped the phone trying to straighten the car, but it was too late. The roads were slick with the torrential downpour. The wheels slid. The car and I tumbled into a ditch. My body rattled against the steering wheel as the metal crunched around me. There was a tear and sharp pain through my belly and my head, and everything became smaller, bleary, dark. Something wet dripped on my forehead, stickier and heavier than rain.

			My eyes closed.

			When I came to, there were flashes of lights, a stinging in my forehead and an ache in my body. My eyes were heavy, but I could hear a reassuring voice and feel the sharp pinch of a needle before I closed them again. There was tearing fabric, a gown and the business-like hands of nurses and doctors in an emergency bay checking me over, forcing me to keep my eyes open until they were satisfied. “It hurts,” I said, as they pulled a pad underneath my gown. The word wasn’t enough to describe the piercing pain in my abdomen, the throbbing of my head, the sensitivity to light. Something sticky was on my legs; I shifted, but the movement sent a stab all the way from my stomach to my neck. I took a short breath and stilled.

			After what seemed like an eternity, a female emergency physician escorted everyone out of the room and clicked on a computer. “Lia,” she said, once we were alone, “did you know you’re pregnant?”

			I rose on my forearms. She placed her hand on my shoulder, reading the question in my eyes. “You might miscarry, it’s not uncommon after such a trauma. We can do our best to save the fetus, but there’s no guarantee.”

			The cramping in my belly broke through the pain in my head. “I don’t want to be pregnant. Please, please get it out.”

			I expected her to look aghast, to censure me, but she squeezed my arm. “We’ll figure it out. Don’t worry.”

			My eyes were heavy but I managed to get out the most important request. “Please don’t tell my parents.”

			Her forehead creased with concern. “Of course, I won’t disclose anything without your permission. You’re an adult.” I turned away from her then, closing my eyes as she fiddled with my IV pump. I wasn’t an adult. I was lost. Something cold flooded through my veins and pushed me into darkness.

			I woke up in a hospital bed, legs scraping against starchy sheets, my head throbbing against a limp pillow. The constant low-grade beeping only aggravated it. I tried to haul myself upwards to turn off the alarm, but a hand stilled me.

			My parents and my sister were sitting to the side of the bed. My mother with her arms crossed, the crescents under her eyes half moons, my dad’s skin a tone too pale. Mel wasn’t wearing any eyeliner. I felt their tiredness. It was mirrored in the weight of my bones.

			“What happened?” I asked. My father’s lips pressed tightly, so thin they disappeared.

			My sister said, “You got into an accident. We’re at the Grey Bruce Hospital.”

			Everything flashed through me again, the trip to the doctor, Wes, the roads. “Where’s my phone?”

			“Your phone is broken,” my mother said.

			My father’s voice boomed, even as he hobbled to standing. “Why are you even thinking about your phone? Who do you need to call? Your entire family is here.”

			“No one,” I said, cowering under the covers. There was an anger in his voice that I’d never heard before. But I’d earned his fury. I didn’t deserve their love.

			“Always that boy,” my father said. “Why are you running after someone who doesn’t even care about you? Look at where it’s gotten you. Here, in the hospital, our car in the ditch.”

			“Karim,” my mother said. “Please, let her rest. We can discuss this with her when she’s recovered.”

			Tears pooled in my eyes. I wanted to confess, to be absolved, but this wasn’t something I could ever take back. My parents were right. I should have listened to them.

			A nurse came into the room. He was tall and thin with spiky, black hair. “I heard yelling, you’re supposed to be letting the patient rest.” He examined the room. “And there should only be one visitor at the bedside.”

			“I apologize,” my mother said. “We just wanted to see our daughter.”

			The nurse’s face softened.

			“Why shouldn’t we be in the room?” my father said. “Our taxes are paying for it.” He went grey.

			“Karim,” my mother called.

			“I just need some TUMS,” my father said, sweat beading his brow. “Stress aggravates my reflux.”

			“Dad?” Mel called, as he took in a deep, shuddery breath.

			The nurse propped him up from the back, all business. “Are you having chest pain, sir?”

			“My arm is going numb,” my father said, gesturing to his left side.

			“Any other symptoms?” the nurse asked. “Shortness of breath?”

			My dad moaned in reply, his swarthy face unusually pale as he slumped to the floor.

			I barely registered what was happening as the nurse hit a red button above my head.

			An overhead announcement blared immediately. “CODE BLUE, ROOM 345, CODE BLUE, ROOM 345.”

			The nurse yelled out of the room. “Can someone come now with the code cart, I have a suspected myocardial infarction.”

			A swarm of people rushed in, and as they surrounded my father, he said, “This is just stress from my daughter’s foolishness.”

			“Keep calm, sir. It’s a good thing you’re in the hospital right now,” the nurse said. “Everyone is here to help you.”

			I made a keening noise as my dad was taken from the room, my mother chasing after them.

			“I’m going to follow them,” my sister told me, trailing my mother. “Make sure Dad’s okay.”

			“Dad, where are you? Dad, I’m sorry,” I yelled.

			The nurse came to me, putting his hand reassuringly on my shoulder. “It was good he was here, he got help right away.”

			But I couldn’t process what the nurse was saying.

			“Dad?” I called, but they were gone. He was gone and it was all my fault. All my fault.

			The hope that everything would be okay became smaller and smaller. The hope that Wes would come for me grew smaller and smaller.

			Until the last ember went out.

			He never came. Not when my CT scans came back clear. Not in the hours when my dad was transferred to Toronto via Ornge helicopter for cardiac surgery. Not when I was discharged early from Grey Bruce to go see him. I left after taking my first dose of mifepristone, the second pill burning in my pocket.

			My mother was allowed to go into the post-operative unit to see my father, but my sister and I had to wait outside for him to stabilize. Surreptitiously, I took my second tablet, washing it down with icy water from a Styrofoam cup.

			Hours later, our butts sore from sitting in the plastic waiting room chairs, my sister held her phone out to me. “Wes just texted. Do you want to use my phone to talk to him?”

			“No,” I said, hollow. “He hasn’t spoken to me for a week.”

			Mel’s face melted. “What’s going on?”

			“He doesn’t actually love me. He stayed over at Andrea’s last night.” I could no longer keep the tears from my voice. “Promise me you’ll never speak of him to me again.”

			Mel parted her lips, but nodded as I turned away crying. My abdomen contracted, sharp and sudden.

			“I have to go,” I told her, sprinting away.

			I didn’t know if it was the medication or the abdominal trauma, but my wish was being answered.

			As I bled in the visitor’s washroom in the Cardiac Critical Care Unit, I vowed that this would be the last remnant of Wesley Forest in my life.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 26
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			PRESENT DAY

			July

			Under the dim lighting of the Forests’ basement, Wes’s eyes are glassy as he gapes at me. Horror, shock, guilt and the understanding of why I had tried so hard to reach him appear in sequence on his face. The dominoes hit him one by one. The car accident, the abortion, my father’s heart attack and how he wasn’t there for me during any of it.

			“You were pregnant,” he says, brow creasing. “You were trying to reach me and I—” He choked. “I didn’t respond. And then yesterday? When we were together? You were freaking out and I didn’t realize. Is that why you ended it?”

			“It was good, so good,” I murmur. “Until it wasn’t.”

			His eyes narrow as he rewrites the narrative in his head. The story he’d told himself about how I’d abandoned him shifts to one where he also failed me. He leans forward, away from the plush backing of the couch, unrest agitating his body.

			“Your life was falling apart, and you thought I’d cheated on you with Andrea.” He squeezes his eyes tightly shut, as if to avoid the thought. “That’s why you didn’t come back.”

			“I didn’t handle it well,” I say, wincing. “Everything felt like my fault. I tried so hard to make everyone happy. You, my family. But when you didn’t pick up my call, when Andrea told me she was there with you, it was proof my parents were right. You were my best friend. Even before we were in a relationship. We were always there for each other, through everything.” My voice cracks. “But you weren’t there for me when I needed you, and it felt like I had misread everything. I thought I had experienced us in a way that wasn’t reciprocated. That I was nothing to you but a summer fling. I know I should have handled things better with my family. But at the same time, you weren’t there for me when it mattered. You wrecked me.”

			“I’m so sorry,” he says, sorrow painting his expression.

			“I needed you to hold my hand, to tell me you loved me during the worst moment of my life. But you weren’t there and I did what I had to do. I needed to not be pregnant, to try to save everything from falling apart. But it did, anyway.” I look away from Wes, at the bookshelves blurring through my tears.

			“Lia,” Wes protests quietly, gripping my hand tighter, but it feels like he’s touching me from eons away.

			“After the heart attack, the doctor said my dad needed to slow down, reduce stress if he wanted to avoid an early grave. I did my best to move on and forget about you. I became a corporate lawyer, and when I was earning a good salary, I started helping financially so my dad could retire. But it was too late. He had a massive heart attack when I was an associate on my first major acquisition. No matter what I did, I couldn’t take back all the mistakes I’d made. I grieved us, Wes. But we went down a path without understanding the ramifications. And I had to live with those consequences.”

			My words hang in the air, silent tears drip down my cheeks, but instead of feeling a heavy grief, laying it all out is cathartic.

			Wes drops my hand, dragging his own over his face. “It’s a lot. I need a moment.” I wait as he looks blankly in front of me, his breathing jagged. I’ve had years to work through everything and I’m still haunted by the loss of us and why.

			“Andrea and I were never like that,” he says, finally breaking the silence. “I want you to know that, at least.”

			It’s irrelevant now, I want to tell him, but he’s asking me for absolution. He wants me to understand that, despite everything, he would never betray me like that. That he isn’t the type of man to make the same mistakes as his father.

			“I know that,” I say. “I would have realized then if not for everything else.”

			My words aren’t enough to protect him from his own judgment. He curls up, elbows digging into his thighs. “If I could go back in time, I would have paid attention to what you needed instead of obsessing over what I was feeling. I’m worse than my father.”

			“Don’t say that.” I place a comforting hand over the curve of his back, feeling the shift of his breath. “You were a kid. Your father abandoned his family. You were dealing with things you shouldn’t have been.”

			“Still. I made mistakes. Instead of going out and getting drunk that night of the party, I should have come to talk to you. I stayed the night at Andrea’s because I was too incoherent to take care of myself. It was a stupid way to deal with heartbreak.” His tremors vibrate through me. “And that morning, I was so hungover. I drove right by the police cars and the sirens on my way home. I had no idea it was you in the wreck. All I knew was that your cottage was dark and the cars were gone, and I thought you guys had left for home early. I texted and called, but no one ever answered. When I got ahold of Mel a couple of days later, she said you didn’t want to talk to me. She was so angry she hung up before I got a word in.”

			“I told her about Andrea,” I say faintly, and he slumps down deeper.

			“And you never came back during the summer. Every time I was up to visit, I still hoped. But it was mostly strangers we didn’t recognize, sometimes your parents, and once your sister.”

			I press deep into his shoulder blades to remind him I’m there next to him when I say, “I wasn’t prepared for what happened, Wes. I was eighteen, and I had an abortion alone. I told no one, except my therapist years later. She didn’t understand half of the family dynamics I was navigating, anyway. The only way for me to move forward was to pretend it hadn’t happened. I was too scared to come back, to see you and to relive it. Maybe it would have been better, maybe seeing each other would have helped me move through it sooner. But I’m here now.”

			“Would you have chosen differently if I’d been there?” He straightens, looking at me with hooded, haunted eyes.

			I shake my head quickly. “No. I have many regrets, but that isn’t one of them. Even if nothing had happened between us, I would have made the same decision.”

			His sigh is a full-body motion, up and down until he’s hunched again. “Is there ever going to be a world where I can somehow convince you I’m sorry for all of it?”

			“I know you are.” I let my hand drop from his back. “What were those years like for you?”

			He tells me then about the years away at school. The tumultuous relationship with his father. The difficulties he had moving on, his subsequent attempts at romantic entanglement feeling half-hearted and empty. “You were the only one I wanted. Growing up, when I saw the future, it was always you next to me,” he says. “Maybe we were too young for that kind of commitment, but a part of me could never let that go.”

			Wes’s eyes burn bright, scorching deep into me, burning away my doubt.

			“I felt that way too,” I say.

			We’re quiet until I yawn. It feels like I’ve been running a marathon, and now it’s over and I am so, so tired.

			Wes stands, and for a moment I worry we’re done here, now that I’ve told him everything, but he returns with a throw blanket.

			“Come here,” he murmurs, spreading the blanket over both of us. “You need to sleep.”

			I nestle into the crook of his arm, my chin against his chest. At first he’s tense, the ramifications of everything we said coursing through him. But as my breathing evens out, he softens and we both fall asleep.
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			When I rise, Wes is staring up at the ceiling, head resting on his folded arm.

			“Did you sleep?” I murmur. Hazy golden sunlight drifts through the crack of the basement window. It feels like the sun is embracing us.

			“A little. It’s felt like I’ve been looking at a puzzle upside down all these years, and I’m only now figuring that out.”

			I’m careful, assessing his expression. He’s comfortable against me, even if his eyebrows are buried in thought. I encircle my arm across his stomach, pulling him closer to me. His voice rasps when he speaks again. “You disappearing on me, how I never saw you again. It was the hardest thing I ever dealt with. I thought it was because you felt I wasn’t good enough for you. I was so angry and devastated for so long.”

			Burying my face into him, I say, “I’m sorry I did that to you.”

			“I’m sorry too,” he says, kissing my hair. “Do you think we can try again? To be together in whatever way we can?”

			“Yes,” I say, resting my hand over his heart, feeling the beats match mine. “I want that. I want to be together again, but without limits and boundaries. Us on the lake, and in the city and across the world.”

			“We can forge a new path,” Wes says, his fingers light over my forearm, tracing indecipherable letters of love and promise. “If there’s one thing I’ve learned from all of this, it’s that there’s more than one right way to get through life.”

			I reply, “I think we can figure it out together.”

			We stay there as morning grows and the sun fully wakes up. When I look up at Wes, he’s studying me, a crooked smile on his face, and I can’t help but press my own lips against his. It’s slow, and simultaneously chaste but heated. A promise of what we can be once again.

			“What should we do now?” Wes rasps.

			“I want to say more of this,” I say, my fingers grazing his cheek. It would be so easy to get lost here, let the time pass by as if I don’t have a care in the world. Except I do, a reminder to bring myself back into the now. “But Ciji. I need to check on her.”
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			We go back to my house together, even though I tell Wes to stay, to catch up on sleep. I leave him downstairs and go up to Ciji’s room. She answers my knock with a groan.

			“How are you feeling?” I ask.

			Ciji pulls herself up against the headboard, popping the Tylenol and draining her water glass. “Alive,” she deadpans, grabbing for her phone.

			She looks surprisingly well. Her lips are rosy, her skin has colour and she’s scrolling through her phone with a vigour that I lost a decade ago. I raise my eyebrows. “You look better than I do, and I wasn’t drinking.”

			“Looks are deceiving. My life is over.” She flops back into the bed. “Apparently, after I left, Everett tried to hook up with Helen. She said she turned him down, but can you believe it? He’s so gross.”

			She directs her outrage at Everett, the worst boy ever, and she beckons to me welcomingly. I pull up a chair from her desk. Instead of weighing my words carefully, like I don’t know how to talk to her, I let myself relax. “Grosser than your vomit last night. I couldn’t tell if you had pizza or a really raw burger for dinner.”

			“A pizza.” Ciji turns tomato red. “I’m sorry. About everything. My mom called yesterday after her doctor’s appointment. I know she’s not telling me everything, and I was freaking out and just wanted to feel nothing. But I shouldn’t have done that.”

			“No,” I agree. “You shouldn’t have lied about where you were going.” The reprimand lingers in the air, so I continue. “But I am glad you called me for help. We all make mistakes, and I am here for you, no matter what. None of this makes me love you less. I don’t want you to go through these things alone.”

			She melts into her bed, eyes shiny.

			“Ciji,” I murmur. “I know things are hard right now. We can talk to your mom more about what the next steps are for her treatment. Regardless, she’s going to need to recover from surgery and you only have a couple weeks of math left. If you want to go to Toronto, if you want to withdraw from math, tell me. I’ll make sure you get there. It’s your decision and I trust you, but you need to be honest with me and tell me what you need.”

			“Thank you, Lia,” she says, and I can tell she means it. She scrunches her nose. “I’ll finish math,” she says shyly. “You’ll help me catch up too?”

			“Yes, I’ll help you and so will Wes,” I say. “But also, you need to take this seriously. This is your decision now and there’ll be no more parties or late nights out. You need to respect my time, the way I’m respecting you.”

			“Are you going to tell Mom?” Ciji asks, sitting back up.

			I give her a look. “I’m going to let you decide what you want to tell her. But if the rules aren’t being followed, then you lose that privilege and I’ll speak to your mother.”

			“Thank you,” she says quietly, studying her bitten nails. My heart aches; she reminds me so much of Mel but also of myself.

			“And Ciji?” I continue. “I want you to be able to come to me if you need help. When I was younger, I wish I had felt safe leaning on others, letting them know when I was struggling. I know I’m not perfect, but I’m here to talk if you ever need it.” As a child, I wish I’d had a safe person to confide in, someone older than me who could help me muddle through the challenges of growing up in a non-judgmental way.

			“Okay,” Ciji says quietly. She then looks up at me, vulnerable. “Do you think Mom knows that I want to be there for her too? That I love her?”

			I squeeze her knee. “Your mom knows you love her. She’ll never doubt that.”

			“Then why isn’t she telling me what’s going on?” Ciji says, fiddling with her duvet.

			“Sometimes it takes one person being brave and vulnerable to help the other person open up,” I tell her, wondering if being more open with my parents, and with Wes a decade ago, could have changed our paths. “But in the end, it’s a two-way street. You can’t force her to share, but telling her how you feel will help her understand what you need from her.”

			“Yeah,” she says. “Maybe you’re right. I’ll call and tell her.”

			“That’s a great idea,” I tell Ciji. “But first, maybe we should have some pancakes?”
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			After we’ve all eaten breakfast, I pull out my phone. Unsurprisingly, there’s a message from Eleanor.

			
				Lia,

				Thank you for your summary. I would have preferred to have received the document earlier, but your work was satisfactory. Given your performance, I would like to have you on another upcoming matter. Two big banks, a great opportunity. I presume you’re interested. I’ll be in touch Monday.

				Eleanor

			

			I reread the lines Two big banks, a great opportunity. A month ago, I would have been thrilled at the prospect of being on more big projects, of earning my place at the firm. But I can’t seem to get excited now.

			Meanwhile, Ciji and Wes set up at the table to work through the Pythagorean theorem. I made it clear to her that she could take some time away from math if she needed to gather her strength for her chat with Shehla Auntie later today. Instead of taking the out, she looked at me, fierce determination blazing, and told me that she wanted to try. Now their heads are bent over loose-leaf papers, Ciji untangling the questions in front of her.

			The two of them make me proud. Ciji, taking the opportunity to turn the tide, and Wes, who already took a chance on leaving a gilded cage in search of fulfillment. I want to be brave like them.

			Only I have the power to change my course. I grab my phone.

			
				Hi Eleanor,

				Thank you for your kind words, they are deeply appreciated. However, on reflection, I will be taking the vacation days I had approved with HR. Looking forward to chatting when I am back.

				Take care,

				Lia

			

			I do my best to ignore the tingle of guilt in me. Eleanor and I are both complicit in my overtime work, but now I know that I want to get off this train and board another one.

			As an offering, I send Hassan and Norah a message giving them the heads-up that Eleanor has a new big bank merger coming up.

			
				Hassan: Thanks friend!

				Norah: Thanks! Good on you for putting yourself first [image: ]

			

			I put my screen down and peer out the window. It’s drizzling, but instead of the rain being oppressive, it feels like the sky is telling me to enjoy this morning in the home that I love. When I smile at the sight of Ciji studying her math textbook, Wes looks up at me, meeting my grin.

			I grab a pastel-covered book and the morning drifts quietly by, in the company of two people who don’t wish they were anywhere else, even if just for now.
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			Ciji comes down from her room in the mid-afternoon, after a heart-to-heart with her mother.

			“How was it?” I ask, pulling myself up from Wes’s shoulder on the couch where I’ve been half dozing, half worrying about how the discussion would go.

			“It was okay,” she says. “Hard.” Her eyes glint. “Mom needs chemo.”

			“I’m sorry, Ciji,” Wes says gravely.

			I reach for her and she lets me take her hand. “How can I help? Do you want to talk about it?”

			“No.” She twists a lock of hair between her fingers. “I don’t know. I don’t know what I need.”

			The glint of the sun on the bay catches my eye from the window. The rain has cleared. “We need to go outside. We need to be on the lake.”

			She doesn’t refuse. The three of us go out, Ciji and I on the pedal boat and Wes on the kayak. The bay mirrors the sky’s blue and clouds drift in and out, screening us from the direct sun. At first we’re silent, and then, when Ciji asks us how we spent so many summers on this very boat, the stories flow.

			The tales of the amoeba water, the pedal boat with Wes and my sister, the time spent together dreaming of the future. Almost in agreement, Wes and I drift by Secret Island, pointing out the knoll, describing the happiness we felt every moment of our time together there.

			“It looks small,” Ciji says, wrinkling her nose as we turn back towards the cottage. From far away, it does look small. A speck of land in the deep blue.

			“It was the most important place to me,” I tell her, meeting Wes’s gaze. He’s smiling at me, fond and wistful as he leans back against the seat of the kayak.

			“The most important place for me was with you,” he says, his words a sunbeam warming my heart.

			“Ew,” Ciji says. But her expression is lighter as she looks between us. “Wes and Lia, sitting in a tree, K-I-S-S-I-N-G.”

			“Shut up,” I tell her, but gesture Wes to paddle over so I could place a kiss on his cheek. It’s a small thing, but big for Wes and me. A public declaration of the affection between us. It was all he wanted from me, so many years ago.

			Later that evening, Wes whispers in my ear. “I told them yes,” he says, eyes glittering. “I’m going to take the job in Toronto.”

			“I’m happy for you,” I say, heart burgeoning with hope. It’s a second chance for him to be himself in the city. And a second chance for us.

			That night, we sleep next to each other again. At first, restrained, snug under the covers, hand in hand. But when I wake up in the early hours of the morning, I reach for Wes. The languid grips and touches shift into soft whispers, then muffled laughter and hot fingers gripping into the backs of my thighs until I’m weak and shivering all over.

			When he asks me if I want to or if it’s too soon, I reach for him, nodding reverently that yes, I want him and yes, I want us. But this time, I let myself be open to him instead of hiding my fear inside. I tell him that I’m scared, that maybe I’ll take longer, that maybe it won’t be good.

			He runs his fingertips down my face, pressing a hot kiss to my neck, and tells me we can stop, it’s enough, we can take it slow. But I’m ready now.

			And even though he knows that everything is safe, he procures a condom, and somehow I’m melting into the trust and begging him. I completely relax, letting my world shift around him once again.

			Later that morning, I wake to his arm thrown around my waist, his hand over the tattoo on my hip and his other hand on my ribs, our breaths rising and falling in sync with the waves of the bay.

		

	
		
			EPILOGUE
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			ONE YEAR LATER

			July

			We return to the cottage and our Secret Island in the summer. A wild garden greets us, a rainbow of flowers in vivid reds and purples and yellows. A looming willow shades the grassy knoll, the years having nourished our sapling. Two hammocks are pitched in front of the old cabin. We finally have the reading nook we dreamed of as children.

			Wes is eager yet shy as he tells me about how he worked on it in the years we spent apart. At first as a way to heal, and then later, with the hope that I would come back to see it. “Being here helped me feel close to you,” he says simply.

			“I am so grateful to be back here.” I kiss him in thanks and then lie down on one of the hammocks, book in hand. “Thank you for making our place even more special.”

			The fluctuations between conversation and silence flow steadily like the wind over the water. I relax into the anticipation of early summer, of knowing that I have endless long, hot days of sun and Wes to look forward to.

			As the day drifts to noon, I tell Wes, “We should probably head home.” Foreseeing his face falling, I add, “But we’ll be back again tomorrow, and the day after and the day after that.”

			His lopsided grin is a shot of joy to my chest, as we make our way back down the knoll, slipping into our trusty orange pedal boat to make the journey back to the cottage.

			We’d arrived at the cottage yesterday and it was a frantic day of cleaning since our short-term tenant left. The chairs needed to be realigned, my dad’s blanket pulled out of storage and the barbecue refreshed.

			Last summer, I ended up putting our cottage up for rent to help supplement my mother’s income while I took a leave from work to figure out what I wanted to do next. The answer came quickly. It had been there, in the back of my mind, all along.

			Thanks to Jake’s referral, I took a new job at a boutique family law firm. Stops and starts filled the year while I acclimated to being back at what felt like a starting point. Eventually, though, things clicked.

			I like my boss, a middle-aged Caribbean woman with a penchant for funky dresses, an eagle eye for contracts and an intimidating court presence. She likes me too. Even when she’s critiquing my work, it’s with an eye to my growth and potential.

			Nothing is perfect. There are still the odd sixty-hour work weeks, and the difficult clients, but now I like what I’m doing.

			Wes gives me a side look. “I’m a little nervous,” he confesses when we pull up to the dock.

			“Don’t be,” I say, even though I am as well.

			Norah, Mel, my mom, Ciji and Shehla are coming up to the cottage today. We’re going to spend a week together as a family, the way we did when we were growing up.

			It was Mel’s idea. On the day she announced her engagement to Norah, my mother burst into tears. Harsh words were shared with both Mel and me about how neither of us were respecting our culture or our elders’ sacrifices and how we were wasting our futures.

			But Mel lit the way out of the darkness with her ostentatious diamond and the love she was confident in. She emphasized that we could not be a happy family if we couldn’t grow to love each other for who we are, and I stood by her side reinforcing her message. My mother, initially reluctant to accept both Wes and Norah into our family, backtracked, promising she would try if it would keep our family together. We started small—dinners at my mother’s place with Norah and Wes, eventually growing to include Ciji and Shehla.

			After the summer math course, Ciji had joined Shehla in Toronto to be with her during chemotherapy, moving into my mother’s home and filling the gaps in our family.

			Eventually, while Shehla recovered, we started pulling out board games and movies after dinner. The time spent talking to each other instead of at each other, and laughing rather than criticizing, helped us build a new foundation.

			This week will test the lay of the bricks.

			“My mom said she could help us prep dinner,” Wes says, his brow lightly creased. He ties the boat to the dock, then hauls himself up, reaching a hand back for me. “She can leave before your family gets here.”

			I take his hand, letting him pull me up. “I’d love your mother’s help. She’s obviously invited to dinner,” I say firmly. “It is a family dinner, after all.” Wes relaxes against me. He worries about his mother still. During the year, we often came up on long weekends or she would come down to visit us in Toronto, in the two-bedroom condo we now live in together. We would sit at the kitchen table, Wes grading stacks of essays, me pondering thick files, and Ms. Forest baking in the background. When we would look up at her, she’d tell us that she always loved a happy ending.

			In truth, I love them too. Especially ours that we fought so hard to achieve.

			Sometimes I forget I don’t need my family’s approval to love someone, and sometimes Wes worries he isn’t good enough for me or for his students. But we’re not children anymore. We now know the signs of when to push and when to step away. And most importantly, we know how to repair and come back together.

			Our evenings together after we’ve put the day to the side are the best parts. We read books salvaged from Wes’s grandmother’s old collection, and new ones we pick up from our local bookshop during long, ambling walks on the weekends. The evening hours pass with my feet in his lap, his legs reclined on my old oak coffee table, the soft rumble of his voice over mine as we draw each other into our own worlds.

			We have plans, soon and distant. A beach trip over winter break, and then next year, across the ocean for a family vacation with Shehla and Ciji.

			I’m proud of Ciji’s hard work. But most of all, I’m amazed at how she now readily turns to her loved ones for help when things get tough, and I’m grateful to be one of her chosen allies.

			Finally, Mel and Norah are getting married next summer. Wes and I will be up front, standing with them as they promise to love and cherish each other forever.

			Hope for the future is bright. So many possibilities and dreams are on the verge of coming true. But I’m not focused on what’s coming. I’m here for the now.

			“I should go marinate the meat,” I say. We’re going to have mishkaki with our barbecue to celebrate our family coming together. I know that our father would have made this for us if he were here. Because he can’t, this is something I can do for us in his honour.

			Wes doesn’t miss the glimmer in my eyes. “He would be happy,” Wes reassures me, his voice kissing my ear. “Happy that you’re happy.”

			I turn towards the cottage, the breeze ruffling my hair, tickling the leaves of the trees. Standing tall and proud, I say, “You’re right. It would have taken time, but he would have gotten here too.”

			Wes squeezes my hand as I swallow down a lump. I will always carry the past with me, but now, most days, the good outweighs the bad. Memories of warm family evenings in the cottage, my parents’ laughter entwining over hot meals, and my sister and me reading cartoons flow through my mind as we ready ourselves for the week.

			I encircle my arm around Wes’s waist as we walk off the dock back to the cottage. We pause and I take one last look at the water over my shoulder. Wes’s presence is a solid support at my side, ready to weather whatever comes for us in the future, be it the crests of a storm or the gentle wind over a blue bay. I take heart in knowing that we will always have each other.

			[image: ]

			The End
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