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Im going to Mexico to get laid.



I scan those seven words a couple times before drawing a line through them twice and then looping over the letters with my pen again and again, making them impossible to read. I doubt that Ms. Bradford would take the time to decipher the original writingshe says she considers cross-outs the equivalent of erasuresbut it doesnt pay to take chances. Sometimes what a teacher says and does are two different things.

But I am. Going to Mexico to get laid, I mean. Im practically eighteen. My birthday is only two days away and Ive never slept with a girl, something Im determined to change the first chance I get.

Of course, the fact that Im flying there with my mother, my aunt and my younger brother might suggest the likelihood of that happening is slim. But Im a person with a purpose, so that has to count for something. Even Ms. Bradford understands the importance of purpose. Every day when we walk into her Grade 12 English class, shes got the lesson objective already on the board, and the first thing we have to do is copy it at the top of a new page in our binders. Its supposed to help us focus on the purpose of the lesson, something she learned in an educational psychology course to encourage scaffolding, teacher-talk for making connections between this lesson and the ones before it. Personally, I think its just a way to shut us up in the first few moments of the period, but maybe it does both. Ill give her the benefit of the doubt. After all, I owe her for letting me miss a week of her classes.

I think for a bit about how Ms. Bradford might write this objective:



Find a like-minded, compatible partner and proceed to lose ones virginity.



Ive surprised myself by actually recording this in my notebook, and I begin doing the line and loop thing all over again.

You wont get much value if you dont leave some of it on the page, Jace. This from my mother, who obviously hasnt been reading the Macleans magazine she brought with her on the plane. Its open on her lap, but she hasnt turned a page in over ten minutes. I thought she was watching Lucas, but I guess I was wrong.

I continue lining and looping, wondering if she read what I wrote from across the aisle. I dont think so. My mother isnt the kind of person to invade someone elses privacy. But, again, you never really know people. My older brother, Stefan, proved that.

I clear my throat. Its exploratory writing, I tell her. The teacher expects us to cross things out. Its all about finding our voice.

She sighs, and I know her practical nature would like to comment on voice, question the value of looking for something you cant lose in the first place, but she says nothing. I watch as she adjusts herself minutely in her seat, something shes done repeatedly during the four and a half hours weve been in the air. Its automatic, something I doubt shes even aware shes doing. Its because of long days in the restaurant, cooking over the two stoves in the kitchen or, if things get really busy, waiting on tables out front. Her back is a wreck, although youd never know it to look at her. Tall and slim with long black hair, she carries herself like one of those people paid to teach poise to clumsy kids. Even when things fall apart in the kitchen and orders are backed up ten tables deep, she never rushes, never loses that quiet calm and grace. Shes so not like my father.

On the other side of her, next to the window, sits Lucas, his eyes focused on some point in front of his face. To see him like that, youd think he was mesmerized by the movie thats playing on the monitor in front of him, but I know he isnt seeing it, isnt hearing the dialogue on the earbuds plugged into his seat. Hes gone again, disappeared inside his nine-year-old head, listening to sounds or non-sounds only he can hear. Physically, hes a smaller version of our father, dark and sturdy, but thats where the similarity ends. Lucas can sit for hours without making a sound, while Pop never stops talking.

I look at my watch, still set on Atlantic Standard Time11:19and think of Pop at the restaurant. Hell already be gearing up for the Saturday lunch crowd, neatly printing the specials on the chalkboard while calling greetings to early customers and barking at the waitresses, Monica and Estelle, to refill the sugar bowls and the salt and pepper shakers. Always talking, talking, the air around him a tidal wave of words.

His business card reads Evander Antonakos, but hes Van to my mother and their friendsnot to mention the people who return to the Parthenon Grill time after time. Repeaters are the key to success, Pop often expounds, along with a dozen other sayings hes picked up over the years, some from a restaurateurs conference he attended a while back but most of them from my Uncle Stavros, who has two restaurants in Halifax, a third in Sydney and plans for a fourth in the Annapolis Valley. Hes one very successful businessman, my Uncle Stavros. He owns a huge house in Halifaxs South End, a summer home in Chester, four vehicles (one of them a vintage Porsche Spyder 550 Id give my left arm to drive for a day), a 36-foot sailboat that he keeps moored at the Armdale Yacht Club (and takes out maybe once every summer) and enough disposable cash on hand to pay for anything else he wants. Like this vacation the four of us are taking to the Mayan Riviera.

I turn to my left and look across the other aisle at my Aunt Mara nursing yet another vodka martini. Shes my mothers sister, only a year younger, although youd never know it to look at her. A fair amount of Stavross disposable cash has paid for some fancy nip-and-tucking that, besides taking ten years off her, has made her one of those people that men turn and stare at when they pass her on the street. Not that she wasnt good-looking to start withpre-Stavros family photos clearly show thatbut her nose is a work of art, and theres not even the hint of a wrinkle around those dark Mediterranean eyes. A sleeker, more brittle version of my mother, Mara looks as though she should be clinging to the arm of some jet-setting rock star, instead of the stem of a nearly empty martini glass. Scratch that. Its a newly empty martini glass, and I can already see her reaching for the button that will bring a flight attendant carrying another full one. Shes given them strict instructions to keep them coming, and they do. Thats what flying First Class gets you.

A burst of raucous laughter erupts behind us, and I know its source without having to look. But I look anyway. Laying my notebook on the empty seat to my leftStavros paid for all six seats in our row so Mara would have no one on either side of herI turn to peer through an opening in the curtain that separates First Class from Economy. Sure enough, the hockey players are at it again, giving one of the female flight attendants a hard time. Her face is pink and I can tell her smile is pasted on as she says something I cant hear to the jerks crammed into the Airbuss four-seat centre row and spilling over into a fifth seat across the aisle. A male flight attendant stands behind her, and his deeper voice sends snippets of his comments through the curtain: kind of behaviour is unacceptable and not be tolerated The kinds of things youd expect to hear from a high-school principal, instead of a harried Air Canada employee in the final hour of a flight from Halifax to Cancun. But this group of five has been the centre of considerable attention all morning, even before they finished checking in at the airport.

My father dropped Mom, Lucas, Mara and me at Halifax International at five oclock this morning, almost two hours before our flight was scheduled to leave, but there were already long lines of travellers snaking around those chrome posts in the terminal. Definitely not the best time to be taking a vacation, since its the week in February when the universities and colleges shut down for their midwinter breakwhich explains why the average age of the people lined up around us was about twenty. Very few of them looked to be teenagers like me, and almost none were as young as my brother, the obvious reason being that people our age are still in school in February. But Mara told Stavros she needed to get away, and Mara gets pretty much whatever she wants, whenever she wants it. Stavros asked my father if he could spare Mom and me from the restaurant because he couldnt go himself, and he insisted on paying the whole shot, just to have someone to keep Mara company. My father couldnt really say no, not after everything my uncle has done for him. And certainly not after what my mother has been through this past year. I guess you could say weve all been through it, but it hit my mother the hardest. Thats what everyone says, anyway.

We had just joined the much shorter line for Executive and First Class passengers when five guys wearing Dalhousie University jackets came through the terminals revolving entryway. Burst through is more like it, since every person in the place immediately swivelled to stare at them. Judging from the noise they were making, I expected to see twenty people storm in, but there were only the five, whooping and yukking it up like theyd just won the Super 7 Lottery. All five wore the Dalhousie Torrents hockey insignia, and I immediately recognized the tallest member of the group: Connor MacPherson, the Torrents right wing. MacPhersons picture had already been in the Chronicle-Heralds sports section at least a dozen times that year, the last one for tying the league record for goals in a single season. With several weeks of play still left, hed beat it easily. A world-class athlete, they said.

And, apparently, a world-class asshole.

Even after my family and I got our boarding passes, checked our bags and began making our way toward the security scanners, we could still hear all five laughing and horsing around in the Economy Class lineup. One of those airport rent-a-cops had already asked them to settle down, but I got the impression he was a huge Torrents fan because he didnt sound too threatening. I half expected him to ask MacPherson for his autograph.

Airlines must make a killing this time of yearthere were restless mobs milling around each of the departure gates we passed on the way to our own. Luckily, there were a few seats still available at Gate 23, and the four of us sat down to wait the hour and a half until we boarded. Despite how early it was, a man across from me was immersed in work, his fingers flying over a Toshiba notebook open on his lap. It had one of those polished chrome casings, and the raised cover mirrored both Lucas and me perfectly. As usually happens when I see a reflection of the two of us together, I couldnt get over how different we looked. Both of us have dark complexions and wavy black hair, but Lucas is solid and compactbuilt low to the ground, like me, my father used to jokewhile I take after my mothers side of the family, taller and longer-limbed. Mr. Winaut, my junior high basketball coach, was disappointed when I told him I was giving up the game at the end of our Grade 9 season to work in my fathers restaurant after school. Youd have no trouble making the senior team next year, he told me, but it didnt matter. My father needed me. He needs me now even more, which is why I gave up volleyball last year, too. But I still play soccer, both school league and summer play. People will expect you to give up everything if you let them.

Wed only been sitting there a few minutes when a girl about my age sat down beside Toshiba-guy. I got you this, she said, handing him a Tim Hortons coffee in a lidded cup. You could tell shed only been out of bed a short time, like the rest of usher blond hair was pulled back in a casual ponytailbut she definitely looked better than anyone else around, with the possible exception of Mara. Despite her fair hair, her skin was darker than minedarker, in fact, than anyone elses in the departure lounge. Shed obviously been preparing for the southern sun on a tanning bed. She reminded me a little of my girlfriend, Cynthiaexgirlfriend, as of last weekwhich made me dislike her on the spot. Ponytail carried herself in that easy, confident way that pretty girls have when they know theyre being watched. And there were definitely a lot of people watching, including two older married men sitting nearby, their eyes darting in her direction when their wives werent lookingand when they werent gazing at Mara, of course. Aging predators on the prowl. Guys like that make my skin crawl.

But even they dont irk me as much as guys like the five Torrents, who barrelled down the aisle of the departure lounge a half-hour later and, to the obvious dismay of several of the people on our flight, stopped at our gate. Of course, by this time all the seats near the gate were occupied, but that didnt stop them from dropping their carry-ons near the wall of windows overlooking the tarmac and sprawling across them. All five were roaring at some comment one of them had just made, while behind them under glaring floodlights, our Air Canada Airbus 340 waited by the passenger ramp, fresh snow collecting on its wings. Id really been looking forward to leaving winter and the restaurant behind for a week, but the prospect of five hours on a plane with that group of knuckleheads suddenly took the edge off my excitement.

Okay, I admit it. Im not a hockey fan. Which, I know, earns me membership in a very small group of Canadians. But the whole rink scene never appealed to me: all those people screaming from the stands, goading players to drop their gloves and fight. Parents are often the worst, shrieking at their kids to beat the shit out of each other. Of course, some of my feeling about hockey probably has to do with Stefan, but mostly its the mentality of the bloodthirsty fans. Mostly.

When the Air Canada employee at the departure gate finally announced that the passengers could begin boarding, MacPherson and his troop clambered to their feet, high-fiving each other and cheering like idiots. Several people in nearby seats rolled their eyes, and I heard Ponytail mutter, Why dont you guys give it a rest? Which immediately made me rethink my previous biasCynthia definitely would not have made a remark like that; she might have thought it, but she wouldnt have said it out loud. Toshiba-guy, who I assumed was Ponytails father, immediately shushed her, but not before MacPherson replied, Why dont you come over here and let me rest it on you, baby? Followed, of course, by more whoops from the other four.

Now see here Toshiba-guy began, but two uniformed men standing near the gate intervened, moving quickly to the five and speaking to them in low tones. Whatever they said had the desired effect because the group didnt say anything more. That didnt stop MacPherson, though, from pursing his lips at Ponytail in an exaggerated air-kiss. I could hear her murmur what sounded like Prick! under her breath, and then the First Class passengers were called to board.

The warning the hockey players received at the departure gate worked for most of the flight, but during the last hour theyve gotten considerably louder again. Some of it probably has to do with the drinks theyve been knocking back ever since the flight attendants began selling them, but, whatever the reason, Im definitely glad to be sitting in First Class. Even through the narrow opening in the curtain, I can see misery lining the faces of the passengers cramped together with them in Economy.

I look over at my mother again, but shes still staring unseeingly at the magazine on her lap. I wonder if the hockey players have made her think of Stefan, wonder what images are passing before her eyes. And then, of course, theyre passing before my own.

The pilot comes over the PA announcing that weve begun our descent into Cancun, and behind me in Economy I hear someone sitting near the curtain mutter, Thank Christ!

The water below us becomes land and the plane dips one wing, turning toward the sun. As we begin our approach to the airport, I force myself to think of palm trees and hot sand. Lithe, tanned girls in string bikinis. And my objective, buried twice beneath heavy loops and lines in my notebook.

Anything but the images forming and reforming in my head.
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I thought entering a foreign country would be a bigger deal than this. Officials barely glance at our passports before stamping them. I guess two women, an almost-eighteen-year-old male and a nine-year-old boy dont quite fit the profile of a terrorist cell.

Once we get our bags off the rotating carousel, we move directly to another counter for luggage inspection, something Ive been dreading since we landed. Each of us is told to press a button at the end of the countermy mother, of course, presses for Lucas, who continues to stare behind him at the carousel revolving along its oval trackand a green light comes on above another official, who just waves us through. I guess if wed gotten a red light theyd have searched every bag, and Im nearly weak with relief because Ive tucked several packages of condoms inside some of my socks. Trojans, in various colours. Ribbed and lubricated. Definitely not something Id want to try explaining to my mother during our first minutes in Mexico. In front of family and immigration officials.

Outside the terminal, dozens of buses idle noisily in neat rows, while taxis and other vehicles weave through crowds of tourists scanning the parking lot for their package-tour personnel. Representatives from a dozen different travel companies wave brightly coloured signs, but Im barely aware of them as moist heat hits us like a hammer. The temperature in the Yucatan Peninsula in mid-February is usually around twenty-five degrees Celsius, but I read on the Internet its been three to four degrees higher this year, and Im sure todays morning temperature beats even that. Environmentalists blame the increase on global warming, and I know I should be bothered by this unhappy factIve seen enough disaster films to recognize the impact it can havebut anything that might bring an end to snow in Nova Scotia cant be all bad.

While I stand, dazzled by the sun and the heat, Mara curtly refuses the services of at least four Mexicans who demand to carry our luggage, their hands already outstretched for payment. Instead, she peers through the throng and beckons to a short man with shiny black hair combed straight back who is holding up a sign that says Kouklakis. Its even spelled right, which I know would have pleased Uncle Stavros if hed been here. Stavros says hes given up counting the ways people have misspelled his surname, but the most memorable is Kookylakes. In Canada, he usually shortens it to Klakis to make it easier for non-Greeks, but he has to use the passport spelling for international travel.

The man with the sign rushes over, grabs our suitcases and points behind him to a long white limousine with tinted windows, its trunk lid open to reveal a cavern-like carpeted space within. While he collects our things and places them with exaggerated care in the trunk, we slide inside the leather interior of the air-conditioned vehicle, where two bench seats face each other over a well stocked mini-bar. Stavros has ensured that, even on the ground, Mara travels First Class.

The cool of the limos seats feels great against my skin, and Im suddenly conscious of the sweat that, in the few moments we were outside, has pooled at the small of my back and under my arms. I cant wait to get out of my clothes and into my trunks and T-shirt, which several people on the plane had the foresight to do before we landed. Even the hockey playersswaying somewhat from their booze-buzzwere wearing shorts and tanks as they stood waiting for their bags to appear on the carousel. I wish Id thought to bring light clothes in my carry-on, but I plan to unpack at the resort in secondsafter making sure my socks are stowed someplace safe.

I look at Lucas, who is sitting across from me and gazing intently at the dome light above his head. Hey, buddy, I murmur, you ready for the beach?

His eyes make a circle of the cars interior before finally resting on me. Um, he says, and he smiles. Beach.



Thirty-five minutes later, we arrive at our resort, and I lower my tinted window for a better look. Having seen the pictures in the brochure that Stavros gave my mother with our tickets, I knew it would be nicea hotel doesnt get five stars for nothingbut up close the Mayan Empress Resort Hotel is a universe beyond nice. When the wrought-iron gate, guarded by two armed men in grey uniforms, opens to allow our limousine to enter, I feel like Im on one of those TV programs that show how the super-rich live. Exactly as described in the brochure, towering royal palms and shorter silver thatch palms line a long brick driveway that curves past ornate fountains, flower beds and shrubs sculpted into the shapes of animals: one a rearing horse, another a huge bird in flight, still another that looks like an Egyptian sphinx. Men in coveralls move through the greenery clipping, raking, spraying everything and carrying away fallen palm leaves as huge as hammocks. The air is heavy with smells of exotic flowers, their blooms like splashes of colour against the green landscape, and I smile as I hear Lucas draw great breaths, his face aglow with these new sensations. I can see that Mom, too, is impressed by our surroundings, her face mirroring some of my brothers awe. Only Mara seems unaffected by this beauty.

Mara said little during the drive from the airport. After all those martinis, I expected her to fall asleep, but she knows how to hold her liquor, which probably has something to do with all that ouzo she grew up around. But my mother grew up around it too, and she cant put the booze away like Mara. Not that she triesa glass of wine with dinner is usually the most she ever drinks. My mothers a lot more conservative than her sister. Its even something of a joke on their side of the family: If Sophia wont do it, you can be sure that Mara hasat least twice. Sometimes it surprises me that the two of them are so close. Theyre more like best friends than sisters, which explains why Moms the one Mara invited to come to Mexico with her.

While Mom pointed out interesting sites to Lucas during the drive, I jotted down some details in my other notebook, the one that Im keeping for Mr. Sanderson, my Global Geography teacher. Like Ms. Bradford, hes asked me to keep a record of my trip to the Yucatan as an alternative to the work Ill miss at school, but while Bradford wants emotional responses to my experiences, as she called them, Sanderson wants information about landforms, culture, industry, stuff like that. Fortunately, Ms. Surrette, who teaches Advanced Math, gave me some work ahead of time, and I finished that a couple days ago.

My buddy Rod Burgess kidded me about having to do schoolwork while I was away. Jace, he crowed, nothin turns the chicks off faster than a dude doin homework on the beach. Rods the only person Ive told about my breakup with Cynthia. And, of course, my primary objective.

I wasnt thrilled about Bradfords assignmentno one in the Antonakos family is big on sharing feelingsbut I kind of liked what I had to do for Sanderson. It beat lugging that godawful Global textbook to Mexico and answering questions at the end of each chapter.

So, while I jotted down observations and Mom tried to engage Lucas in the landscape, Mara sat back, drank two more vodka martinis and stared at the limos ceiling. I couldnt help wondering what was going on in her head. She was the one whod wanted to take this vacation in the first place, but from the blank expression on her face, youd think we were still in sub-zero Halifax on our way to Home Depot.

Now that were at the resort, though, I forget about Maras strange silence and enjoy the sights around us. The limo eases to a stop in front of the hotel entrance, and a man in a crisp white uniform opens the car door. Im out of there in no time.

Welcome to the Mayan Empress, the man says in perfect English. Hes shorter than I am, as are most of the men Ive seen since we landed, the only exceptions being the two armed guards at the entrance. At six feet tall, I seem to dwarf both our driver and the man who has greeted us, as well as many of the male staff who bustle around the lobby we now enter.

At least, I think its the lobby. Three storeys high, with twin marble staircases curving away in opposite directions, the space could easily hold our house on Connaught Avenue four times over. Between the marble staircases, an enormous fountain fills an area thats open to the sky directly above it, and I cant help but wonder what happens when it rains. Maybe it doesnt. It probably wouldnt dare.

I realize Im gawking, and I close my mouth just as another man in a white uniform crosses the lobby toward us, his shoes making important staccato sounds on the polished white marble floor. Mrs. Kouklakis, he says, extending his hand to Mara, and I wonder how he knows who she is. But then I realize people working at places like this probably make it their business to identify vacationers by name, this personal touch just one of many intended to ensure their return. I hear my fathers Repeaters-are-the-key-to-success mantra in my head, and I cant help but grin.

I am Raoul Estavez, the hotel manager, the man continues, flashing a brilliant smile as he takes Maras hand. Welcome to the Mayan Empress. I trust your flight was a pleasant one?

Not really, Mara replies, and I know shes thinking about the hockey players in Economy.

Without missing a beat, Raoul folds his other hand over hers and says, Let me assure you the same will not be true of your stay here. My staff and I are entirely at your disposal. Whatever you and your family require to make your vacation as enjoyable as possible, please do not hesitate to ask. He releases her hand and snaps his fingers, and three porters appear seemingly from nowhere. Pointing to the luggage our driver has deposited silently behind us, Raoul tells them, Youll be taking these to Ocean 1.

He turns to me. I understand, Mr. Antonakos, that you are celebrating a birthday during your stay with us. You will turn eighteen on Monday?

I nod, my mouth falling open once again.

He smiles and turns to my mother. With your permission, Mrs. Antonakos, Mr. Kouklakis has arranged for your older son to have a room of his own in honour of his birthday. Your younger son, and here he smiles at Lucas, who stands, staring at the fountain, will, of course, be staying with you as originally planned. I hope this is satisfactory.

A room of my own? I can barely hear my mothers reply over the pounding of my heart.

Is it in the same building? she asks.

Most certainly. In fact, its a suite adjoining yours, with connecting doors that can be unlocked, if you prefer.

A suite of my own? I look at my mother and focus every fibre of my being on telepathically compelling her to say yes.

She turns to Mara. Did you know about this?

For the first time today, Mara actually smiles. It was my idea, she says. Jace should be able to come and go as he wants. Its his vacation, too.

I want to hug her. No, what I really want to do is pick her up and whirl her dizzily around the lobby, but I settle for saying, Thanks, Mara. Anything more and Im afraid my voice will crack.

Happy birthday, Jace, she says.

My mother looks at me. I guess I cant really say no to a present, now can I? Something in her voice suggests shed like to, but she doesnt. Happy birthday, she says.

My grin threatens to split my face in half. I think about my objective in my notebook, my socks in my suitcase, and my very own suite. Its a good thing theres no roof over the fountain in the lobby because I feel a whoop coming on that could blow it clear off. That is, if I released it, which I dont. If Antonakos men know anything, its how to keep things inside.
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I spend most of the walk to Ocean 1 trying to keep my eyes in their sockets. Following the porters, who push our luggage on polished brass trolleys, we move along a path of interlocking red bricks interspersed here and there with intricate Mexican designs, two of them Mayan symbols for earth and sun that I recognize from research I did on the Internet for Mr. Sanderson last week. The path winds by flowered entrances to recreation facilities, bars and dining areas, all open to the air under enormous thatched roofs. Although its two hours earlier here than in Nova Scotia, guests talk and laugh everywhere as they drink all-inclusive alcohol and eat their way through all-inclusive twenty-four-hour buffets. Each of them wears a white bracelet identical to the one now on my wrist, signifying to staff that weve paid for the right to indulge in this round-the-clock excess. According to a sign we passed at the entrance, people wearing differently coloured braceletsor none at allwill be escorted off the property immediately. This white bracelet is my ticket to anything I want to order while Im here, with one exception: the orange dot on mine and Lucass tells bartenders were underage and cant be served alcohol. That is, not until my birthday. Eighteen is the legal drinking age in Mexico, and on Monday I get to trade in my bracelet for one thats all white. Of course, I havent mentioned this to my motherafter all, the legal drinking age in Nova Scotia is still nineteenbut, hey, when in Rome, right?

Continuing behind our porters, we pass three enormous, freeform, connecting pools, lined with white marble and inlaid with vivid blue tiles forming the words Mayan Empress in cursive script across the bottom. Three marble islands dot the pools, supporting more palm trees and vegetation, and a larger island, connected to the pools outer edge by a footbridge, rises from the centre and forms a swim-up bar, already well attended by swimmers seated on underwater marble stools. And all around the pool, guests are draped in various positions over comfortable mesh loungers bearing the same Empress insignia, their oiled bodies glistening in the sunshine.

Most of these glistening bodies belong to women in their twenties or thirties. And five of them are topless.

Walking beside me, Mara pokes me in the ribs. Jace, she says, smiling again, its rude to stare.

I cough in embarrassment, dragging my eyes from the pool area and forcing them to focus on my aunt. Just enjoying the view, I tell her. I know my face is on fire, but theres little I can do about it. Im just glad Im not wearing loose trunks after all.

I dont know what I expected Ocean 1 to be, but I could never have imagined the building the porters lead us to. A three-storey structure facing the beach and surrounded by palm trees, Ocean 1 is all glass and white stucco, almost brilliant beneath the Mexican sun, and inside it is even more impressive. All our rooms are on the top floor. We leave Mara and one of the porters at her door and continue to mine.

I was hoping for a double bed, a decent bathroom and maybe a balcony. What Ive got is a suite as big as a volleyball court that includes, to the left and right of the door, a private sauna and a bathroom with a Jacuzzi that could easily hold six people. The beach-facing part of the suite, whose floor is gleaming-white marble tile, contains a king-sized bed with at least ten pillows and a comforter the colour of clouds. Sitting in its centre is a white towel that someone has artfully folded into the shape of a swan. Amazing.

Opposite the bed is an enormous, intricately carved mahogany cabinet with enough drawers in it to make finding even fifty socks a challenge. To its left is a smaller cabinet that my porter opens to reveal a narrow refrigerator filled with Coronas, and to the right of the fridge, shelves lined with every type of booze Ive ever heard of. Even the full bar at the Parthenon Grill doesnt have a selection like this.

Beyond the bed are three steps that lead down to a sitting area, where a leather sofa and loveseat are arranged in an L around a massive coffee table thats made of the same mahogany as the cabinets. Hanging on the wall opposite the long side of the L is an enormous flat-panel TV, and below that sits what Im guessing is a state-of-the-art surround-sound audio system.

Beyond the living area are sliding glass doors that open to a balcony overlooking white sand and water that defies description. I want to call it turquoise, but even that doesnt sound right. Its the colour youd get if you put blue and green together and then shone a light through it. Luminous.

Beautiful, isnt it?

I turn to my mother and Lucas standing behind me and simply nod my head. Words seem inadequate.

Stefan would have loved this, she adds softly.

My sudden anger surprises even me, bubbling up from nowhere. Stefan isnt here because he chose not to be, I tell her, not even trying to hide the resentment in my voice.

I see her wince and immediately regret my words. I quickly turn to Lucas, whose eyes are following the fan that rotates lazily above the bed, and I muss his hair. How dyou like my room, buddy? He continues to follow the fan, but he smiles, and thats enough for now. His smile is contagious.

Ill take him down to the beach as soon as I get changed, okay? I want to tell my mother Im sorry, but this is almost the same thing.

Well get changed now, too, she says, nodding toward the wall that separates the suite she and Lucas will share from mine. We can unpack later. Im looking forward to getting in the water. I cant believe how hot and sticky it is. Its not even noon here yet.

Were talking about normal things again, the moment now behind us. She takes Lucass hand and leads him toward the hallway, where their porter is still waiting, then turns.

Jace?

Yeah?

I expect her to say something about Stefan, and for a moment it seems as though she will, but then, I dont want to unlock this, if thats okay with you. She gestures toward the adjoining door to the right of the larger cabinet. Itll be easier to keep track of Lucas if theres only one exit from my room.

Youre sure? I ask, with exaggerated nonchalance. I cannot believe my luck.

Its not like youre going to be having wild orgies in here, right?

I know she intends this as a joke, and I force a laugh. I just hope the sudden heat on my face isnt as obvious as it feels.

After all, she continues as she steps into the hallway, what would Cynthia say?

This time I dont laugh. I just shut the door behind her and lean against it, my face pressed to the wood long after the latch has clicked into place.

What would Cynthia say? I think about those words as I change into the Hilfiger trunks I bought last week at the Campus Store on Quinpool Road. My one extravagance.

And then I think of some more words: Who the hell cares what goddamn Cynthia Gregson would say?

If I could, Id give her front-row tickets to my first orgy.

Im trying not to be bitter, but theres a limit. After all, I wasnt the one who went away last weekend to Moncton with her church group. I wasnt the one who seemed to forget all about the person she said she loved. I wasnt the one who hooked up with Corey Salter, the choir directors son, the second the chaperones were out of sight.

Okay, so it was more than a second. The second day, to be exact. But that doesnt change the fact that weve gone together since the end of grade ten and she dumps me for a guy whose finest hour was playing Bob Sheldon in our schools musical production of The Outsiders. Bobs the guy who gets stabbed in the park at the end of the first act while singing Bad and Loving It. Corey got to wear a dye pack, but Keiran McKelvie, who was playing Johnny, stabbed him at least four times and the thing still wouldnt go off. By that time, some joker in the audience began calling out offers to lend a hand, so Corey finally reached up inside his own shirt and burst the pack himself. But instead of staining his shirt, the dye shot up through his collar squirting him full in the face. He looked like an exploded ketchup bottle.

This is the guy Cynthia cheated on me with last week.

I can only assume he was luckier with his dick than his dye pack.

Besides the betrayal, the thing that really pisses me off is that Cynthia seldom let me get past first base with her the whole time we were together. Jace, shed say, taking my hand off her breast and sliding it to safer territory, you know we cant. And I knew we couldnt. I certainly wasnt going to force the girl I loved into doing something she wasnt ready for. I respected her too much to do that. Despite the fact that most of the guys I know scored home runs long ago, a lot of them in junior high. Id accepted that this was a huge step and Cynthia just wasnt ready to take it. Just as Id accepted the fact that I returned home from most of our dates to a cold shower or a Kleenex.

What I couldnt accept was her sleeping with Corey Do-or-Dye Salter.

I knew something was wrong the minute I saw her when she got back from Monctonshe kept laughing at everything I said. Im not that funny. I try to be, and I have my moments, but more often than not Cynthia just rolls her eyes.

Rolled her eyes. Sometimes I forget that were past tense now.

But forgetting the other thing? Not a chance.

When it finally came out, she tried to explain what had happened, but I wasnt in much of a mood to listen. I didnt react well, which is another way of saying I went ape-shit. When she tried to make me understand that she and Corey connected on, as she put it, an entirely different level, I pretty much lost it, yelling about how Id been trying to make that kind of connection with her for a hell of a lot longer than Corey had. Which sort of explains where my head was at the time. It was easier to be a prick about the sex part than to show her how much shed hurt me.

Im not proud of how I acted. Afterwards, I wished I hadnt lashed out at her the way I did, but what guy responds rationally to finding out hes been cheated on? She must have expected my meltdown. What I didnt expect was what she told me next, when I finally calmed down enough to listen to what she had to saythat shed been ready to break it off with me last year. And she would have, she said, if it hadnt been for Stefan.

A knock on the door jolts me from my thoughts.

Jace?

My mother. I sigh. I still havent told her or Pop about Cynthia. How can I? Like they need more proof Im not my brother, whod already dumped a busload of girlfriends by the time he was my age. Always the dumper, never the dumpee. Like me.

Yeah? I call, but my voice is thick, my reply little more than a gargle. I clear my throat and try again. Yeah, Mom?

Are you ready yet? she asks through the door.

As Ill ever be, I say, then realize thats Stefans line. I resist the urge to kick something, anything. Instead, I grab the swan towel from the bed and head for the door. Just before I open it, I arrange my face into something like a smile.
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