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            Chapter 1

         
         Since I turned sixteen, I’ve been living under a curse. Not a real one—or maybe it is, how could I know?—but it feels like
            it.
         

         
         Six months ago, my parents separated and Dad packed his bags. I went from seeing him every day to only on weekends. Less than
            that, if he has a business trip.
         

         
         Four months ago, they sold the house and Mom moved us into an apartment that meant an extra twenty minutes on the bus to school.
            Forty minutes a day. Two hundred minutes a week when I could be doing anything besides cringing away from men who keep spreading
            into my space.
         

         
         Last month, I failed my first test ever. Literally ever. I’m good in school, although it’s been getting harder to focus. I
            got 49 percent—so close, but Mr. Magon won’t round up marks because that’s the kind of teacher he is. Once he refused to let
            Shamira in because she was three minutes late. She had to go to the office for a pass and missed half the quiz, but he didn’t
            care. He loves a good power trip.
         

         
         Anyway, that grade should have been a knife to my guts, but I could barely bring myself to care. What bothered me most was having to listen to Mom’s lecture about working hard, and how she expected better of me, then Dad telling me I would have to do more to get into a good university, and how he expected better of me. You’d think I was a complete failure instead of someone who forgot the impact of Vimy Ridge on the Canadian identity for an hour. 

         
         So, when the email arrives from Granite Lake Camp’s human resources office, I stare at the subject line, which only reads
            Important information regarding your application. It has to be good news. The universe owes me. My first instinct is to text Connor, since he’s the reason I applied to Granite Lake as a counselor in the first place,
            but I hold back. It’s better to confirm it’s positive, so I can be the bestest, bubbliest version of myself. Connor won’t
            want to deal with me if I’m upset, and it’s tough enough on good days to fake being the kind of cool, fun girl I know he likes.
         

         
         After a deep breath that makes stars swim in front of my eyes, I tap the screen to check the email.

         
         Dear Ivy, it reads. We’re pleased to welcome you as one of Granite Lake’s summer staff!

         
         For the first time in ages, a jolt of energy pierces the veil that’s been wrapped around me. Sometimes it’s heavy enough to make breathing a chore, and sometimes I barely notice the weight, but either way, it’s always there. I don’t even remember when it arrived to cover me in its folds. Was it when I started high school? Maybe, but I’d been more excited-stressed than scared-stressed. When Mom and Dad’s fights turned from loud and hot to quiet and cold? That makes sense. I suppose it doesn’t matter, since it’s so familiar now I notice it more when it’s not there than when it is. 

         
         There’s no point getting happy, though, since this is only step one. My entire plan to get Connor falling head-over-heels
            in love with me before he leaves for university in September hinges on both of us working at Granite Lake.
         

         
         It takes forever for the PDF schedule to load, and I tap my feet impatiently on the bed. There, it’s up, and my eyes immediately
            go to the first line. Connor Arnold. He’s in. My heart gives a gigantic whump. I scan the rest of the rows. Addison Dare.
            We’re more acquaintances than friends, but she’s okay, and there are a few others I know. My own name, Ivy Yu, is at the end
            as usual. It’s safe to text Connor, but I put the phone down. I thought I’d be thrilled about my plan working, but instead
            I feel a bit sick. I need to chill out.
         

         
         Flopping on the bed, I close my eyes to think about Connor. He started at Granite Lake two summers ago. The second I saw him, I could barely bring myself to talk, let alone look at him straight. Connor was—is—tall, with sandy brown hair that flopped over his forehead and blue eyes that made me go red and giggly if he was around. Or more accurately, I went red and giggly if I wasn’t embarrassing myself in the hope of impressing him. The expression on my best friend Hazel’s face told me I was. Embarrassing, that is. Not impressive. 

         
         When we came back to camp last summer, it took exactly one day to realize I was going to have to do more to charm a guy like
            Connor. I made a point of being super enthusiastic around him, and laughing at his jokes, and doing my makeup to perfection.
            The smile I got when I brought his favorite muffins (I lied and said I wasn’t hungry) was enough to make me crumble.
         

         
         Still, nothing happened last summer either.

         
         We go to different schools, and although I fantasized about him getting my number off the Granite Lake group chat and asking
            me out, the silence dimmed my crush to a manageable level. Then, a few weeks ago, I finally gave in to Hazel’s nagging that
            I go out with her. We arrived at her cousin’s friend’s party to see people spilling out to the backyard, cups and bottles
            in hand. It was loud and overwhelming, and I was searching for an excuse to go home when I caught sight of Connor walking
            through the kitchen wearing a black shirt and jeans, with a big smile that made my heart hammer so hard I could barely breathe.
         

         
         It took some maneuvering, but I managed to casually bump into him in a dark hall and pretended not to recognize him at first, the same as he was doing to me. He’d been drinking, but he wasn’t messy. I don’t drink at all because I don’t like losing control, but when he insisted on giving me some vodka, I decided why not, although it tasted disgusting and made me feel like choking. He leaned against the wall and asked me how I was doing before he said, “Damn, Ivy, were you always this cute?” 

         
         Then he kissed me until I couldn’t breathe. It was my first real kiss. We had a connection. I knew it. When his friend came by, Connor grinned at me and shook his hair into his eyes before he left.
         

         
         “See you,” he said.

         
         Connor Arnold’s lips had been on mine. Connor Arnold’s hands had been on me. I ran to find Hazel. I was dead.

         
         Not really, though, and a good thing, because then I wouldn’t have been able to replay his kiss in my mind every second for
            the next week, my stomach flipping up and down every time I did.
         

         
         When Connor texted to ask me to a party the next Saturday, I made Hazel come. While she was talking to some people from her
            after-school acting class, I found Connor in the backyard. Before long, we were making out against a tree, his mouth wet and
            crushing on mine. I didn’t complain about the branch digging into my back, not wanting to ruin the moment, although it hurt
            and later I found a bruise. I had stubble burn for two days, and Hazel made me splash my face in cold water before we left
            because it was so red.
         

         
         “Do you know what you’re doing?” she asked worriedly.

         
         “It’s good.” I tried not to sound as jittery as I felt. “It’s fun, that’s all.”

         
         “Is it?” She cocked her head to the side. “You actually like Connor. Do you know how he feels?”

         
         I hadn’t answered. I did like him, but didn’t all this mean he liked me too? It must, and for the first time in months and
            months, I felt something instead of nothing. He messaged later that week to ask me over while his parents were out, but I’d been
            grounded after failing that test and couldn’t go. Part of me was relieved to have the excuse, to be honest. Hazel had gotten
            in my head a bit. At least he usually replied when I messaged him.
         

         
         I grab my phone and text Connor the news about Granite Lake. Twenty minutes later, I text him again, then decide to tell Hazel
            to get my mind off his delay. He probably hasn’t had a chance to check his email yet. Or his messages.
         

         
         Plan Connor is a go. Hazel’s going to be working at her auntie’s food truck this summer instead of Granite Lake.
         

         
         Unlike Connor, she calls me immediately. “You got the camp job?” she demands. “I’m glad your sacrifice to the gods was successful.
            Is he working there, too?”
         

         
         “He’s on the schedule. I just messaged him.”

         
         “Wow, before me.”

         
         “Shut up.”

         
         “What did he say?”

         
         “He hasn’t replied yet.”

         
         She doesn’t say anything.

         
         “I’m sure he will soon.” I’m not sure if I’m reassuring her or myself.

         
         “I don’t know why you have such a thing for that guy.” A bag crinkles, probably Cool Ranch Doritos, the only chips she eats. “His hair looks like a bird’s nest.” 

         
         This makes me defensive. “We don’t judge people on their appearance.”

         
         “Fine, I’ll judge him on his actions. Connor ghosted you after that party.”

         
         “He didn’t! He asked me out, and I couldn’t go.”

         
         “Right, sorry, the second you said no, he ghosted you. Plus he didn’t ask if he could kiss you the first time.” The vomiting
            noise she makes is gross enough that I push the phone away.
         

         
         “I wanted him to kiss me,” I remind her.

         
         “He’s older and knows you have a thing for him.”

         
         “Age gaps are hot.” I’m kidding because Connor is only eighteen to my sixteen, which is no big deal. When you factor in when
            our birthdays are, it’s barely two years. Really, more like a year. We’re basically the same age.
         

         
         “You’re in grade ten.”

         
         “Almost grade eleven!” I correct her indignantly. “Anyway, there’s only three weeks left of school, and no one cares what
            grade you’re in during the summer.”
         

         
         “He’s leaving for university.”

         
         “I know.” That’s why this summer is so important. I won’t have a chance against all those smart older girls he’s going to meet in the fall. Not girls, but women. Probably with tattoos or piercings, unlike me with my regular undyed dark hair and zero nose rings. 

         
         I’m getting ahead of myself. First up is being able to flirt without stumbling over my words or feet. I look in the mirror
            and try to wrap my short ponytail into a bun, wondering if he prefers girls with pixie cuts or long hair, before getting frustrated
            when it falls out of the elastic as usual.
         

         
         “Hey, do you have any more of your amigurumi for sale?” Hazel asks. “My aunt wants a few to hang in her food truck.”

         
         “I’m all out.” I used to have a steady business selling small crocheted animals at local craft fairs.

         
         “Are you making more? They’re so cute.”

         
         “Maybe once school’s done. I’m too busy.” That’s a lie, because I don’t know why I stopped. One day I looked at the amigurumi
            I was working on and just . . . That was it. I hated it. The half-done bird was lopsided and ugly, but I couldn’t figure out
            how to fix it and I couldn’t summon the energy to take the photos and write the caption needed to get advice from my usual
            online amigurumi forum. Instead, I shoved it in a drawer I haven’t opened for months.
         

         
         Hazel has to go, and I look at my laptop without opening it. I know how to get a good mark—school is all about figuring out
            what teachers want and making sure to tell them exactly those things—but I don’t want to bother. What’s the point of it all,
            anyway?
         

         
         Shoving away the laptop, I crawl into bed. Mom will be furious if she sees I’m wearing my outside clothes under the covers, but I don’t care. I shut my eyes, thinking about the summer. As usual, the initial excitement has melted into a sort of dull expectation that something will go wrong, like how hooking up with Connor has turned into this constant pressure of whether I should text him and what I would say. Or why he didn’t text me, or ask me out for a movie or food or anything. Or why I was so scared to ask him. At least here in my bed, things are calm. Mom says I need to get out of my comfort zone, but she doesn’t get that my comfort zone is comforting. 

         
         I pinch my arm to try to snap out of this mood. This is good news. I make myself smile, although the expression feels almost unfamiliar.
         

         
         The front door opens, and I wait for the usual sounds of my mother’s entrance to fill the apartment. Her keys clatter in the
            dish first. Then comes the heavy thump as her bag, stuffed with groceries, books, a laptop, and things she forgot to take
            out from yesterday, drops on the floor. A sigh of relief as she takes off her shoes, followed by the thump-thump of her tossing
            them into the closet as if she wants them as far away as possible.
         

         
         Today none of that happens, and she calls to me from down the hall. “Ivy, are you home?”

         
         This is strange, and I get tense as I throw off the covers. “What’s wrong?” I ask as I come out of my room. “Did something
            bad happen?”
         

         
         She laughs. “Of course not. Why would you think that?”

         
         Luckily she doesn’t expect an actual answer.

         
         “I do have news, though.” Mom pulls off her sweater. “I’m starving, so I’ll tell you over dinner.”

         
         “Over dinner?” I can’t believe this. She might not know how bad I’ve been feeling, but she knows how much I hate being left
            in the dark. “Mom, what is it? Tell me now.”
         

         
         “Soon.”

         
         “At least tell me how good it is.” Could it be about Dad moving home? No, it would be cruel to put off news like that.

         
         “It’s good,” she assures me, walking into the kitchen. “Very good, but you have to wait. I want to have your complete attention.”

         
         “You have it now.”

         
         “Except I’m hungry.”

         
         Two can play that game, and I know how to drive her nuts. “I have news too.”

         
         She perks up. “What? What is it?”

         
         “I’ll tell you at dinner.”

         
         Her lips thin, but she knows she can’t be a hypocrite. If I hate not knowing things, my mother hates waiting. Her lack of
            patience is legendary, and she once took what ended up being an hour’s detour to avoid sitting in a few minutes of traffic
            because she’d rather keep moving than be stuck. “Ivy, tell me.”
         

         
         “You tell me.”

         
         She gives me a hug. “Fine, we’ll both have to wait. Dinner will be ready in ten minutes.”

         
         I go back to my room and stare at my phone, trying to resist messaging Connor one more time.

         
         I can’t.

         
         He still doesn’t reply.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 2

         
         “Ivy, dinner!”

         
         Ten minutes wasn’t an exaggeration, because we’re having ramen, which, in a concession to good health, Mom’s jazzed up with
            spinach and tofu. Dad is the cook in the family. He would dish up spaghetti with sauce made from garden tomatoes, and curries
            rich with coconut milk, and the best chocolate chip cookies in the world, thanks to his secret ingredient. He refused to tell
            us what it was “because then it’s not a secret,” something that always drove Mom nuts.
         

         
         We sit down in the tiny dark blue kitchen, barely big enough for the table Mom brought from home. She’ll be pleased about
            me working at the nature camp. She thinks I don’t see enough green since we moved into the apartment. At least our old house
            had a garden. I do my best not to think about that, otherwise that gray veil thickens.
         

         
         “Is something wrong, Ivy?” Mom stares at me, so I bend my face to my bowl, buying a few seconds to get my smile going. The
            separation has been tough for her too, and I can’t make it worse.
         

         
         “Nope.” I take a bite to show everything is fine. She made the spicy ramen she likes best, which burns my lips.

         
         “Good,” she says. “Okay, who goes first?”

         
         “You go.”

         
         Mom dips her spoon into the soup. “The last few months have been . . .” She trails off and shakes her head. “The stuff with
            your father has been rough.” That’s the only way she refers to their separation. The stuff.
         

         
         “I know.”

         
         She reaches over to touch my hand, and I let her before I turn back to my food.

         
         “It’s been a lot, but it’s time to cheer up instead of being depressed about something that’s over and done with,” she says.
            “We need a change to get us out of this rut.”
         

         
         “We had a change,” I say, jamming my chopsticks into my noodles. She’s overcooked them as usual, but I eat without comment.
            When Dad complained about her burning the frozen oven pizza once, she’d stopped cooking for him completely. “A lot of changes.”
         

         
         “A good one this time. Remember what your pohpoh used to say about the winds of change?”

         
         “When the winds of change blow, some build walls and some build windmills,” I repeat obediently.

         
         “That’s right, so I’m building a windmill.”

         
         “For real?” Honestly, I don’t put anything past Mom. Dad used to be the voice of reason, but that seems to have become my
            job.
         

         
         She rolls her eyes. “No, Ivy, not for real. It’s a metaphor. Do you remember when we saw the cherry blossoms in High Park and talked about how fun it would be to go to Japan?” 

         
         I nod. That day had stood out to me, with its cloudless blue sky and rich spring smells. Mom had been happy and the sun warm
            enough that I could wear a T-shirt.
         

         
         “Good, because we’re going! It won’t be for sakura season, since that’s done, but there’s lots to see.”

         
         I’m so surprised I spill the noodles from my spoon. “Japan? All of us?”

         
         We’ve never gone on a trip without Dad, so I assume he’s coming. I knew their split wasn’t permanent. I knew it. It’s only a matter of time before they get back together.
         

         
         She looks confused. “You and me, yes.”

         
         “What about Dad?”

         
         Her look of pity is almost too much to bear. “Oh no. No, sweetie. Not your dad.”

         
         “He doesn’t want to come?” A rehydrated fish cake floats in my ramen broth, with its pink and white swirl. I watch intently
            as it bumps into the side of the bowl. There’s nothing in my field of vision but that single disc until I pluck it out. I
            don’t eat fish.
         

         
         “Ivy, your dad and I are separated.” She keeps her voice gentle, but the frustration underneath is clear.

         
         “I know that!” Like I could forget. “I was confused, that’s all.” I do my best to rally so Mom will stop being sorry for me.
            “What’s the plan?”
         

         
         She looks relieved. “You know I’m not great at planning.”

         
         It’s true. Mom is terrible at planning, thanks to a firm belief that things will eventually work out. From the fights I overheard,
            it was one of the reasons Dad left.
         

         
         Mom piles noodles in her large soup spoon patterned with flowers. “After I decided Japan would be fun, I looked online and
            booked us a tour with the Adventure Group. All we have to do is show up, and they take care of everything—the itinerary, transportation,
            meals.”
         

         
         A group trip. I won’t have any quiet time, but it will reduce my stress from keeping an eye on Mom and figuring out logistics
            like bus schedules and flight departures when she inevitably messes it up. “When do we go?”
         

         
         “July, for two weeks.” She digs into her ramen, telling me about the cities we’re going to visit.

         
         I stare at her for a moment before I interrupt. “July?” I want to cry. This trip will ruin my Granite Lake plan. I would think
            it was totally malicious if I didn’t know Mom. It wouldn’t have dawned on her to wait and ask me what a good time was—she
            does what she wants without thinking twice. Her smiling face beams into mine, but it’s hard to be happy in the way I know
            she expects. Part of me feels bad for ruining her joy, but the rest of me can only think about Connor. It was the one thing
            that was finally going to make me happy. It was going to change things for me, but my last chance is drifting away like the dried leaves Hazel and I dropped in a stream last fall.
         

         
         She frowns. “Is something wrong?”

         
         From her tone, I can tell there better not be, so I answer as steadily as possible. “The schedule came from Granite Lake Camp.
            I got a summer counselor job.”
         

         
         “I thought you weren’t going to do it this year.”

         
         “I changed my mind.” Once I found out Connor was going to be working, anyway.

         
         “Ivy.” Her voice carries a warning. “I’m sorry, but you should have told me you were applying. I can’t cancel this trip.”

         
         Untrue, because she won’t cancel, not she can’t cancel. It’s always me who has to give in, me who has to compromise. I’m the one who has to withdraw from her summer job.
            I’m the one who had her life turned upside down because two adults couldn’t get along and thought it would be a great idea
            to flake on their promise—not even a promise, their actual legal vows—to stay together. I’m the one with that extra two hundred minutes a week on the bus. I stare at the reddish soup in my bowl.
         

         
         Still, there might be a chance to save my summer. “Couldn’t we maybe change the trip date?”

         
         “No, we can’t.” She sounds hurt and upset, which means I feel guilty. “I just wanted to do something nice for us.”

         
         I can’t stand it when Mom’s like this, her face set but eyes reddening. We’re going to Japan no matter what, so it’s easier
            to give in instead of making a fuss. “I’ll tell them I can’t take the job.”
         

         
         Mom smiles. “That’s my good Ivy. It’s too bad, but this is important for us, and you can work there next year, or even in August. We’re going to have an incredible time.” 

         
         “Sure.” I stand up from the table with my bowl. I’m . . . ugh. I’m not mad, because that’s too spiky and hot an emotion for
            me right now. It’s more like I should have known it wasn’t going to work out with Connor. Disappointed, I guess, but more.
            I wish I had the right word for it.
         

         
         She holds out her hand. “Is that all you’re eating?”

         
         “I had something when I got home.” A lie, since I’m hardly hungry these days, but it satisfies her.

         
         “I want you to eat an orange before you go to bed. You’re not getting enough vitamin C.”

         
         Mom thinks I’m not getting enough vitamin C, D, B12, or iron, protein, magnesium, and a bunch of other stuff. Usually what some social media post has told her is lacking in
            her own diet and she decides is the same for me. “I will. I need to study.”
         

         
         “Right. Keep those grades up. It’s good you haven’t been going out so much lately. You need to focus.”

         
         Like focusing is easy, the way I’ve been feeling. But if I say anything, I’ll get a lecture on food equaling energy, or the power of positive thinking, or how I need to put down my phone. Maybe that’s right, but I don’t care right now. I don’t feel like eating, I can barely think, let alone think positively, and my phone is easy. Mom won’t understand. She doesn’t have a lot of patience for feelings. If she could see how messy mine are, she’d probably disown me. 

         
         I empty my bowl and put it in the dishwasher, making sure to nod and smile as Mom tells me a few more details about the trip.
            In my room, I immediately go to the Adventure Group website and skim the colorful photos of laughing people before clicking
            on their refund page. Only death gets a full reimbursement, although you get half your payment back in case of dismemberment.
         

         
         I’m screwed. Goodbye, hot summer nights hanging out with Connor. Hello, two weeks with Mom and a bunch of strangers. I’d been
            thinking about texting Connor again, something cute but not desperate, but that’s useless now.
         

         
         I pick up a book, and when it slips out of my hand to drop on the floor, I want to cry, curl up in a ball, and die. At least
            in the privacy of my room I can let my face relax and the smile fade. My phone lights up with a notification. Addison has
            texted the Granite Lake Camp group chat. Omg, can’t wait to see y’all in Julyyyy! I miss you Connor.

         
         I climb back into bed as the sun sets behind the thin blue curtain. I’ll study later. Right now, I need quiet.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 3

         
         “How’s the packing coming along?” Mom pokes her head around the door and flicks on the bright ceiling light, making me flinch.
            “We’re leaving for the airport early tomorrow.”
         

         
         “Almost done.” Or I will be once I get off the bed and start putting things in my bag. I sit up and pretend to fold a shirt.
            “I was taking a quick break.”
         

         
         “I’ll tell you when the food’s here.” She eyes the empty suitcase and leaves.

         
         I jump up to turn the light off. She never does, and it drives me nuts.

         
         While I’m up, I pack some clothes, then open my drawer to look for an old charger and knock my last half-finished amigurumi
            project in my bag. The hook is still in the ball of blue yarn. I’m about to snatch it out when I see my turquoise Granite
            Lake volunteer shirt from last year. I send a photo of it with me making a sad face to Hazel.
         

         
         She calls and appears on the screen dressed in her work apron with her hair in two cute high buns. “You’ve had weeks to come to grips with this. Reminder. You are going to Japan. I work in a kimchi taco truck. Do you know what my hair smells like?” 

         
         “This was my summer of Connor.”

         
         Hazel’s groan of disgust could power a fleet of food trucks. “I know Connor too. Trust me when I say Japan is better.”

         
         “Your taste in men can’t be trusted. Vanny from geography?” He’s her latest crush.

         
         She gets dreamy. “The way he ran his hand through his hair when he couldn’t get an answer right. So cute.”

         
         “I will never understand you.”

         
         “Same, so shut it about Vanny. You got my list?”

         
         She sent me her present list last night. “Jelly mascara and matcha. By the way, you can get matcha here.”

         
         “Not the same, and you know it. Sailor Moon stuff if you can find it.”

         
         “I think there might be some.”

         
         “And handmade paper from that gorgeous store in Kyoto, the one I sent you. I’m so jealous you get to go there. They supplied
            the shoguns.”
         

         
         “That’s cool.” I lie back on the bed in the dim twilight of my room and watch as she tests out how close her eye can get to
            the camera. She had her lashes done yesterday and they brush the lens. “What do I get in exchange?”
         

         
         The eye disappears, replaced by a handful of reddish sticks. “I’ve got six gochujang french fries in my front pocket I was
            saving for a snack. All yours.”
         

         
         “Gross, you were not.”

         
         “No, I was cleaning the counter and they fell in.” She tosses them aside into what I hope is the garbage.

         
         The front doorbell rings, and I hear Mom chatting with the delivery guy. Unlike me, she’s a total extrovert. It’s like she
            gets antsy if there are no people around. She says she was shy when she was younger, too, and I’ll grow out of it like she
            did. I don’t see any chance of that.
         

         
         “Food’s here,” I say to Hazel’s other eye.

         
         She pulls away from the phone to send me some exaggerated kisses. “Have a good time in Japan.” She pauses. “This might be
            what you need.”
         

         
         “Need for what?”

         
         “To get back to normal. You know, after your parents’ split.” She spreads her hands apart.

         
         I told her about the separation, and she’s been good about not bugging me to talk about it. I didn’t want to trauma-dump all
            over her, and it was easier to not think about it in the first place. Now I shrug, feeling itchy. “I’ll get you some rice
            face masks.”
         

         
         We hang up, and a second later she sends me a lucky cat gently waving its white paw.

         
         “Ivy! Dinner!”

         
         I can’t resist one more check to see if Connor has texted me, just in case. He hasn’t, so I re-read his message from when
            I told him I wouldn’t be working at Granite Lake. 
         

         
         
            
               
                  Damn, we could have had fun.

               

            

         
         I’d read it over a dozen times before deciding on a reply. 

         
         
            
               
                  We can when I get back.

                  If I don’t have anything else on.

               

            

         
         I want to believe it means he’ll be busy getting ready for university, but I have a bad feeling it means another girl. I didn’t
            bother getting Hazel’s opinion. She’s already put Connor in the fuckboy category, and I have to admit this doesn’t make him
            look great. Well, you can’t help who you like. I’m sure he would have been different if only I’d been with him this summer.
         

         
         Camp started this week. I went by to say hello, but Addison, who knows about my crush, told me Connor was busy with the campers
            near the pond and promised to keep an eye on him for me. I waited until it started to feel awkward, then left. My skin prickled
            with shame all the way home.
         

         
         “Ivy! Did you hear me?”

         
         “Coming!”

         
         I give in and take an artistically posed photo of my open suitcase after checking to make sure there’s nothing embarrassing
            showing. Then I agonize over the caption. Wish I could pack you? Too much. I pick my nails as Mom calls my name again before sending it with Japan tomorrow.
         

         
         A wave of panic hits immediately. What if he thinks I’m bragging? It’s not even witty. He’ll think I’m a loser. I debate deleting it, but that will somehow be worse. 

         
         Gah. I throw my phone on my bed so I’m not tempted to check it every two seconds at dinner, then grab it back and shove my
            suitcase out of the way with my foot. Mom is standing in front of the pizza box open on the kitchen counter with a slice in
            her hand, so I pull out plates and deliberately hand her one that she waves away. “I don’t want to deal with dishes right
            before we go. Also, I got those horrible garlic sticks you like.” She makes a face.
         

         
         I bring the boxes to the table and set the plates down anyway. “Did you put the passports somewhere safe?”

         
         Mom points to her battered old knapsack, pleased with herself. “All packed, along with the printout of our flight information,
            Adventure Group itinerary, and meeting spot. Isn’t this exciting?”
         

         
         I nod because Mom expects it, but also because Hazel’s right and going to Japan is cool. Despite my feelings about Connor,
            I’m looking forward to getting out of Toronto. As Mom says, it will be a change, and things might be different when we get
            home. Dad could be waiting for us at the airport, or Connor will realize I’m the woman for him and show up with flowers. This
            last year has taught me life can change in a moment.
         

         
         I check my phone to see if I accidentally turned off the notifications. I didn’t. No messages from Connor.

         
         Mom is talking about tomorrow’s plan again, so I sink into my own thoughts. I did well enough in my final exams, which was a relief, but the gray dreariness that has me locked in has partly shifted into anxiety. What if the plane goes down over the Pacific Ocean? What if we get there and the information is wrong and we have nowhere to stay? What if I get sick or hit by a car or fall in front of a Shinkansen train or . . . I take a deep breath, the way Mom taught me, and hold it in. None of that will happen. 

         
         What if it does?

         
         Suddenly a wave of resentment hits me that Mom can sit there eating pizza without a care in the world and I’m stuck thinking
            of all the what-ifs.
         

         
         My phone buzzes, and I nearly drop it as I yank it out of my pocket and hide it under the table to check. It’s from Connor,
            and it’s a selfie of him in his room, face barely visible under his hat.
         

         
         
            
               
                  wanna come over

               

            

         
         I can see the messy bed in the background despite the dim light. His shoulders are bare, so he’s obviously shirtless. I wish
            it was possible to pan down a photograph.
         

         
         Mom takes both sides in a debate about whether to pack a raincoat as I brood over an answer. This is my chance to show Connor I can be fun and cool, and I want to go. Don’t I? I can’t tell if the feeling in my stomach is anticipation or something else. Hold on, I can’t go over, not the night before I leave. I haven’t finished packing. Also, the sight of the bed makes me a bit nervous. 

         
         “I set two alarms to make sure we get up on time,” says Mom proudly. “And I booked the cab in advance.”

         
         
            
               
                  Sorry. Early flight. 

               

            

         
         The second I reply to Connor, I feel relief and dismay, but I don’t know what’s stronger.

         
         Mom takes another slice. “Trust me, everything is going to go off without a hitch. All you need to worry about is packing.”

         
         

         Everything does not go off without a hitch.

         
         First, Mom’s alarms don’t sound, as she’d set them for p.m. and not a.m. Luckily, I’d set my own as well. “I can always depend
            on you,” Mom says, yawning as she rolls out of bed.
         

         
         Then our ride doesn’t arrive. This isn’t Mom’s fault, and although she assures me we have plenty of time, I can see myself
            waving goodbye to the plane from the gate. I was upset about this trip in the beginning, but missing it would be equally devastating.
         

         
         The security lines are long. I forgot to empty my water bottle, and Mom chugs it down as people wait behind us so I don’t have to throw it out. The security agent taps her foot with impatience as Mom tries joking with her, making me squirm with shame when the agent doesn’t reply and Mom is left hanging. She doesn’t care, but I do. 

         
         Then, somehow, I miss our seat zone being called. Mom is deep into the murder-mystery she bought from the airport kiosk—she’d
            forgotten her book at home—when I hear the final announcement. I jump to my feet, waving frantically toward the gate, where
            they’re about to close up. “Mom. Mom! We’re going to miss the flight!”
         

         
         “Calm down, Ivy.” She takes her time gathering her things while I run over. I’d wanted to sit in the seats closest to the
            boarding area, but Mom said they were too crowded. This wouldn’t have happened if she’d listened to me.
         

         
         “I’m sorry, we’re here!” I call to the attendant. I’m nearly in tears from the strain and Mom’s nonchalance.

         
         The woman looks bored. “Passport and boarding pass?”

         
         Mom shows up and hands them over.

         
         “Have a good flight,” says the woman. She barely glanced at our documents.

         
         Mom strolls down the tunnel to the plane, and we struggle past the rows until we reach ours. The guy in the aisle seat sighs
            heavily as he hauls himself out so we can climb past.
         

         
         “What if I need to get to the washroom?” I whisper to Mom.

         
         “Then you say excuse me and go.” She sounds remarkably unbothered by having to disturb the poor guy. I decide not to drink
            water for the next thirteen hours.
         

         
         “Do you have the passports?” I ask.

         
         “Oh yeah.” She pulls them out of her pocket with a flourish and zips them into the front compartment of her bag.

         
         I take the travel pouch from my knapsack and check inside. Noise-canceling earbuds. My eyeshade and gum. An e-reader and then
            a book if my e-reader runs out of battery. My charger and phone, which I put in airplane mode.
         

         
         Connor didn’t answer after I said no to going over last night. It makes sense. I mean, what’s he going to say?

         
         He could have said okay. He could have said let’s make plans for when you get back. After all, it’s only two weeks. I’m not leaving forever.
         

         
         I kick myself for not saying yes. I’ve ruined my chance. I didn’t need Japan to wreck things this summer. I’m doing great
            on my own.
         

         
         Feeling a chill from the air-con overhead, I reach into my bag to pull out the blanket I added last minute. It rolls into
            a pouch that looks like a ladybug and doubles as a pillow. Mom’s forehead furrows in a familiar but unwelcome way, the way
            it did when she and Dad were fighting and trying to hide it from me.
         

         
         “Your dad bought you that.”

         
         “I know.”

         
         “You were going through a bug phase, and he went all over town looking for a good bug gift.” She sounds wistful, and my heart speeds up. I would never say it to Mom, but it’s times like this that confirm the whole thing was a big mistake and they’ll get back together. They love each other. They only need a break. I tilt my head back and pretend to examine the light above my seat to try to hide the tears that rise. I thought I’d cried them all out over the months, but I guess not. 

         
         The flight attendant comes by to remind us to put on our seat belts—mine is already fastened, but I tug it tighter—and a few
            minutes later, I watch the world disappear and feel some of the tension drift away with the runway. Soon I’ll be in Tokyo.
            The loneliness that has followed me since Dad left rolls back for a bit. It’s cruel like that, letting me see glimpses of
            sun between the clouds, getting my hopes up that things will change. Usually right before it all goes back to blah.
         

         
         When the Fasten Seat Belt sign turns off, I let down the tray and wipe it with sanitizer, then fish out my e-reader. I’m too
            keyed up to sleep and figure I’ll read until the food comes. I put in my earbuds to block the sounds of the plane.
         

         
         My e-reader goes flying when the seat in front of me slams back.

         
         “Whoa!” I’m so startled I jump, which causes my earbuds to fall out. What an excellent start to the trip. I scramble to find them in my lap, then pick up my e-reader and see a woman scowling back at me through the gap in the seat. Her blue eyes are surrounded by clumpy mascara, and her hair is dyed red and cut short. “Did you say something to me?” she demands. 

         
         Normally I would suck it up, but she asked. “No, but, uh, can you push your seat forward a bit? I don’t have any space.”

         
         She snorts. “I have a right to be comfortable. I paid good money for this seat.”

         
         “I mean, so did I?” Well, Mom did.

         
         “What’s going on, Ivy?” Mom’s eyes flutter open.

         
         “This woman won’t move her seat, and I’m squished,” I whisper, not wanting to make a scene.

         
         “Kids these days have no respect,” says the woman loudly to her friend.

         
         “Ignore her and put your own seat back,” Mom advises me, rolling her eyes. “Don’t waste your breath on those kinds of people.”

         
         I do as she suggests and get a hit in the kidney. “Hey,” says a voice behind me, through the gap near the window. “Watch it.”

         
         I try to twist around, embarrassed at being called out. “Sorry, but the woman in front of me put her seat back.”

         
         “So?” It’s a boy around my age with a hoodie pulled low over his head. His voice is nice.

         
         “So if I don’t do the same, I’ll have about ten centimeters of space.” I try to pull my seat up, but it’s stuck. I can feel
            my face going red.
         

         
         “Like I have right now?”

         
         A man’s voice comes from beside him. “Matteo, stop complaining. We’re all crammed in like sardines.”

         
         “Fine,” mutters the guy.

         
         I wait for some more kicking-the-seat retaliation, but nothing comes. It’s almost calm, and the rest of the flight goes by
            without problems. The guy beside Mom likes to get up each hour to walk up the narrow aisle and do some stretches, leaving
            us plenty of opportunity to go out to the washroom. The red-haired woman in front starts a complaining contest with her friend
            about the food. Apparently the friend was served an Asian meal when she specifically ordered “real” food. The red-haired woman
            loudly says the point of going places is to explore new cuisines, and that she, personally, considers herself a traveler and
            not a tourist. They are both given white wine and calm down.
         

         
         As for me, if I accidentally hit the seat in front every time I get up, jerking the woman out of her sleep? It’s so hard to
            move around a plane these days.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 4

         
         
            Day 1—Arrive at Narita International Airport

            Toukyou e youkoso! Let the convenient Adventure Group bus take you to your centrally located hotel (neighborhood may vary)
               where you’ll meet your friendly tour associate and other Adventurers over a relaxing meal.
            

         

         When we arrive in Tokyo, I’m exhausted, dehydrated, and almost dizzy from jet lag. I don’t see the woman from the seat in
            front after the rush to get off the plane, although I glimpse the guy from behind with his father in the immigration line.
            He looks pale and tired, the way I feel. He’s not bad-looking and a dimple appears when he smiles.
         

         
         Then he disappears, and I’m left to navigate Narita Airport with Mom. It’s huge, but adorable cartoon characters and the English
            along with Japanese on the signs help me feel less lost. At least I have two translation apps on my phone, so I’m confident
            about being able to get the gist of things.
         

         
         By the time we get our bags, it’s three in the afternoon, so . . . I do some quick calculations . . . about two in the morning back home. Time zones are bizarre. What happened in that time I gained? Is there another Ivy back home living those hours? Having adventures? More probably lying in bed. Mom stands in front of a map to figure out where we’re supposed to catch the bus to the hotel, so I wander over to a vending machine filled with unfamiliar drinks. Dad gave me some cash before we left, and I feed a five-hundred-yen coin into the slot. The machine sings a cheery tune before a bottle of strawberry tea comes out the bottom and the change jangles down. 

         
         I go back to Mom, bottle chilling my hand, and check our itinerary. “Mom! We’re already five minutes late for the bus.”

         
         “I know, but I don’t know where to get it.” Mom looks agitated, her chapped lips deep red from biting them. “I can’t read
            this map.”
         

         
         “We have to go!”

         
         “Ivy, you’re not helping.”

         
         I shut up and don’t point out that she’s got the map upside down as I try to stop bouncing from foot to foot. She figures
            it out, then turns the sheet around, muttering about why anyone would print it like that. We’re seven minutes late now, and
            the cold sweat drips under my arms as she leads us outside, swearing as her luggage wheels catch on the sidewalk. The weather
            is humid, the air sitting heavy on my backpack to weigh me down.
         

         
         “We must be in the wrong place,” Mom says, scanning the buses. There’s a line between her eyes, a clear sign she’s frustrated, which stresses me out further, although I keep it hidden. 

         
         A man in uniform walks by, and I sigh with relief. “We can ask.”

         
         When Mom shows him the map, he smiles and points to a bus with his white-gloved hand. On the front is the same number as on
            the itinerary.
         

         
         I try to control my breathing as we get on board. We made it, and that’s what matters, but as usual, it’s hard not to feel
            this entire situation could have been less stressful if Mom paid a bit more attention to instructions.
         

         
         “You okay?” she asks, her mood already improved.

         
         “Of course.”

         
         “What drink did you get?”

         
         I forgot about the bottle and open the tea to share.

         
         “Not too sweet.” Mom approves.

         
         The seats fill up slowly, and it seems everyone but us is my grandparents’ age.

         
         “I wonder if they’re dropping people off for a few different tours,” Mom whispers as the woman and her friend from the plane
            come down the aisle. Mom and I look at each other, both hoping they aren’t with us. The guy from behind me on the plane gets
            on with his dad, and they help someone with their baggage before sitting down.
         

         
         When we leave, it takes a moment to adjust, because people drive on the opposite side of the road, or what to me is the opposite. Japan looks disturbingly like home, but with a few unfamiliar plants and smaller vehicles. I suppose all highways have the same feel. I want to stay awake and take everything in, but my eyelids are too heavy to keep up. Five seconds. I’ll shut my eyes for five seconds, because I don’t want
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