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Chapter One

The Sloan house possessed a muted sense of quiet, like a private 
library, but Sawyer couldn’t have known this when she slammed 
the front door shut behind them with a thunderous bang. In the 
apartment she shared with her mother, there were very few rules. 

Francis, who had been raised to close doors softly so as not 
to wake his little brothers, jumped at the thud of wood striking 
wood. Already feeling tightly wound, he turned on her. “Shit, 
Sawyer. Go easy on the door!” 

The loud noise reverberated through the front hall, 
announcing their arrival, even though Francis had made sure 
everybody would be out. It was bad enough bringing his girl-
friend over; he couldn’t fathom a parental introduction. Sawyer, 
as he’d planned, was sure this would be the day she finally got 
to meet his family, and that was fine with him. It’s what he 
needed her to believe.
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But a sound from deep inside the house stopped Francis 
cold in his tracks. Had he imagined it? 

Sawyer, close on his heels, bumped into him and swore 
under her breath. “Jesus, Francis. What’s with you?” Raising her 
voice, she scolded, “I’m here to meet your mom, not Medusa.”

Her grade eleven class had been studying Greek mythology 
and she liked to sprinkle her conversation with mythological 
figures. “Is she like Medusa?”

“Medusa?” Francis rolled his eyes. “You know, most of the 
time, I don’t know what or who you’re talking about.” 

She gave him a funny look. “You seem kind of distracted. 
Medusa. You know, Gorgon monster, ringlets made of poison-
ous snakes. One look and you turn to stone. That Medusa.” 

She sighed as if this were common knowledge and 
shrugged off her book-laden backpack. It fell to the floor with 
a solid thump. Francis winced.

In the few weeks he’d known her, he’d never seen Sawyer 
do anything quietly. Most of the time, he liked that about her—
not now, though.

Why had he agreed to this? Because he found it impos-
sible to say no to her. Because she’d keep bugging him until 
he agreed. 

“You can’t keep putting me off. I want to meet your 
family.”

So here they were. Francis felt self-conscious about his 
neighborhood. He felt even more uncomfortable about his 
house. Today, against the backdrop of a sky the color of con-
crete, the soft light from the chandelier above them lent the 
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front hall an elegant air. Outside, towering oak trees lined 
the wide streets like sentries, guarding against non-pedigreed 
intruders. Sawyer, he guessed, would have a lot to say about 
all of this later. 

“Pretty swank” had been her only comment when they’d 
turned onto his winding street minutes earlier.

Now she stood in his front hall, twirling her hair irritably, 
while he removed his shoes and tucked them into the shoe 
rack. Next, he took off his backpack and hung it on a hook on 
the wall, and then he did the same with his coat. Sawyer was 
impatient. 

“Come on, Francis! Let’s go and meet your clan. In a house 
this size, we might have to send out a search party.”

He couldn’t tell if her sarcasm was meant to criticize or 
amuse. 

“Very funny,” he said. “Actually, I don’t think anyone is 
home, even though I told them to be.” The lie rolled easily off 
his tongue. “Mom never said a word about going out.” 

He rearranged his face into disappointment, which became 
the real thing as a musical giggle floated down the hall. 

“No way,” he muttered as a second burst of laughter 
reached his ears. 

In that second, he grasped the full extent of his miscalcula-
tion. What if they simply retraced their footsteps and slipped 
quietly back into the safety and anonymity of the street? 

He skidded to a stop. “I can’t do this.” 
Sawyer gave him a little push from behind. “What’s that 

noise?” 
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“Well, let’s just say I don’t think you have to worry about 
us finding them.” The clomp-drag of heavy, uneven footsteps 
came from down the hall. Too late to run for it. 

“Oh god.” He turned terrified eyes on Sawyer. “They’re 
home!”

She gave him a puzzled look. “What’s up with you today?”
“Wait for it.” He held up his hand. “Here they come.” On 

cue, his mom appeared at the end of the long hallway. 
“Hi,” Francis managed, trying to see her through Sawyer’s 

eyes. She was tall, like him, the same blue-gray eyes, hers framed 
by laugh lines. She lurched like a wounded giant to the left and 
the right, her balance compromised by the twin five-year-old 
boys who clung to her like monkeys, one on each leg. 

“Gosh,” exclaimed Sawyer, eyeing the scene before her. 
The little boys were ridiculously cute, with dark skin, curly 

hair, solemn faces, and large, brown eyes, while their mother 
was white, about five-foot-eight, with a halo of curly red hair. 
She wore designer jeans and a black T-shirt that shouted “Pipe 
Up against Oil Pipelines.” 

All three were covered in a light dusting of flour. When 
Sawyer saw them, she burst into delighted laughter.

Francis’s mom tried, but failed, to shake off the boys. 
“I give up,” she said with a laugh, beaming at Sawyer. 

“Goodness, did you compare me to Medusa just now? Francis, 
what have you been saying about me? And who is your charm-
ing friend with a love of Greek mythology? You didn’t tell me 
you’d be bringing a guest home after school.” 

“Yes, I did,” he mumbled. “At least, I thought I did.” 
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His mom gave him “the look” and brushed a strand of hair 
off her cheek, unable to hide her astonishment at seeing her son 
with a girl in tow, a pretty girl—despite her raccoon eyes and 
cherry-red lips. Francis wasn’t fooled by his mother’s subterfuge. 
Her surprised expression reminded him of the big-eyed bullfrog 
he’d netted in the backyard pond for his young brothers. 

“The Medusa thing was just a joke,” Sawyer explained. “I 
mean, I was teasing Francis. No offense meant.”

“None taken.”
Francis cleared his throat. “I kind of like Medusa,” he said, 

regaining his composure. “It suits you, Mom—especially when 
you don’t brush your hair.”

His mom shot him a withering look. “Very funny. Now, 
introductions please, Francis.”

“I’m getting to that. Sawyer, this is my mom, and the kid 
on her left leg is Nate. The one on her right is Devon. Mom, 
this is Sawyer Martin.” 

His mom grinned, attempted to shake the twins off her 
legs once again, then gave up and turned to Sawyer. “Nice to 
meet you. I’d shake your hand, but as you can see, we’ve been 
baking, and I’m covered in flour and kids.” She held up her 
hands as unnecessary proof.

Nate pointed at Sawyer. “Is she your girlfriend?” Carefully, 
he unlatched himself from his mother’s leg and took a tenta-
tive step forward. He squatted in front of the new arrival, his 
eyes fixed on the bright purple toenail that protruded from a 
gaping hole in Sawyer’s striped sock. He gazed up at her with 
enormous brown eyes. “If you and Francis are in love, does that 
mean you kiss?”
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“Do you kiss?” Devon mimicked, sidling up beside his 
brother. They both puckered up their lips. 

Francis looked at his mom, his eyes pleading. 
She shrugged. “It’s a valid question, honey. I’m quite grate-

ful to them for asking it.” 
“Shut up, you two,” he cautioned the twins, his face a deep 

red. “Stop being rude, or you’re going to be in big trouble.”
The boys collapsed onto the floor in a puddle of giggles. 
Sawyer, unfazed, crouched down to their level. “God, how 

do you tell them apart? I’ll kiss you if you’re not careful.” She 
made a grab for the boys’ plump legs. They got up and ran 
screaming and laughing down the hall. 

“Yuck! Girl germs!” they called out. “Girl germs!”
Sawyer made to go after them, but Francis held her back. 

“You’ll just encourage them,” he cautioned. “Then they’ll be 
crazier than usual.”

“I’m coming for you,” Sawyer shouted after them, ignoring 
him. “At some point.” 

“Oh, very effective.” His mom laughed. “I think they like 
you, Sawyer. Anyway, welcome to our chaos. Make yourself at 
home, and”—turning to Francis—“I assume you’ll visit on the 
main floor. No going upstairs.” She gave him a warning look, 
not lost on Sawyer. 

“Don’t worry,” Sawyer said, turning to her with mock seri-
ousness. “We’re not likely to sneak up to Francis’s bedroom for 
a quick make-out session. I want to impress you on our first 
meeting, not get kicked out of your house!” 

Francis’s cheeks burned. “She thinks she’s funny.” He 
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glared at Sawyer. “She’s not. Come on. We’ll grab something 
to eat, then take Ralph for a”—he lowered his voice to a 
whisper—“w-a-l-k.”

“Who’s Ralph?” Sawyer said and looked around suspi-
ciously. “Another gorgeous brother? Why does he need a walk?”

“Oh no,” Francis’s mother groaned. “Now you’ve done it. 
We don’t say that word out loud in our house.”

“Walk?” Sawyer looked puzzled. 
“Shhh,” Francis warned.
“Too late,” his mom said with a sigh. “Here he comes.” 
A loud bark emanated from deep inside the house, fol-

lowed by excited yips. Then a huge yellow Lab skated around 
the corner, slipping and sliding on the hardwood floor. The dog 
skidded to a messy stop at Sawyer’s feet. He pushed his nose 
into her hand. “Woof, woof, woof.” 

“You have a dog, Francis! And he smells like cookie dough! 
You never told me. I love dogs, especially dogs that understand 
English. Walk. You want a walk?” She rubbed his ears and 
kissed the top of his head. “He’s so soft.” 

“Sawyer, meet Ralph.” With luck, the visit would be over 
before it started. Ralph was the excuse Francis needed to escape. 
He reached for the leash that hung on a hook beside the front 
door. “And now that you’ve said walk, we have to go right away 
or he’ll never leave us alone. See you later, Mom.” He opened 
the door.

“Don’t be rude, Francis. Have a snack first,” admonished 
his mother. “Ralph will be fine. Why don’t you two go to the 
living room and I’ll round up something to tide you over until 
dinner?”
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“Sounds great. Thanks, Mrs. S. I’m starving!” Sawyer 
rubbed her hands together.

“Not for long,” his mother said, laughing, and hurried 
down the hall. 

When she was gone, Sawyer turned to Francis. “Nice digs.” 
She eyed the paintings that lined the walls. “I don’t know why 
you were so uptight about showing those off.” 

Francis looked at Sawyer. “The thing is, I’d rather be at 
your place.” He started toward the living room, Sawyer on his 
heels.

“Well, too bad. I think I like it better here.” She looked 
around, taking in the large, comfortable space, the green velvet 
curtains, woven Indian rugs, worn oak floor, and African tribal 
face masks. 

“Wow. Fancy! There’s stuff here from all over the world. 
Who is that?” She pointed at a fat tabby cat curled up on the 
leather couch.

“That’s Steve.”
“Weird name for a cat.” She scooped the cat up, pulled 

him onto her knee, and sank into the soft cushions. 
“He’s a weird cat.”
“Sit,” she ordered Francis while scratching Steve’s head. 

He purred happily. 
“A friend for life,” Francis commented, obeying her but 

sitting down at the opposite end of the couch. He put as much 
space between them as he could. Then, changing the subject, 
he said, “This is bizarre.” He immediately stood up. “Should I 
put some music on?”
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“Sure. You’ve got enough vinyl and CDs in here to open 
a store.”

“I guess.” He picked up the iPod attached to the speaker 
system and hit play. “Let’s take a chance on the music.” 

Sawyer giggled when the sentimental “Open Arms” by 
Journey came on. 

“Sorry.” Francis turned the volume down and hastily 
explained the song choice to Sawyer. “My mom’s music.” 

She smiled. “A love song. Sweet. Are you trying to tell me 
something?” She fluttered eyelashes in mock seduction.

“Uh, I guess…” He bit his top lip. “Like, can we go now? 
Oh no,” he added.

“What’s that?” asked Sawyer, putting her finger to her lips. 
“Can you hear it? A sort of wailing.”

“That,” Francis said with a sigh, “is Mom. She loves to 
sing, but she’s tone-deaf. Cover your ears.”

Sawyer giggled. “Your mom is cool.”
In spite of his unease, Francis couldn’t help but laugh as his 

mother struggled to hit a high note. He rolled his eyes. “She’s 
never been able to carry a tune.” 

“Ten points for trying,” Sawyer said, picking up the blue-
and-yellow cushion beside her and running her hand over 
it. “Hand-embroidered silk. You’re rich,” she stated matter-
of-factly. “Everyone in this whole neighborhood is rich. No 
wonder you never made it across town.”

Francis got up and changed the song, ignoring her; there 
was no point in starting an argument he’d never win. When 
he returned to the couch, he sat a few inches closer to Sawyer. 
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“Like I said before, it’s relative, isn’t it? You should see some of 
the boys in my school.” 

“You never told me about your brothers. You know, that 
they are…” 

“Adopted.”
“Well, I was going to say black, but adopted, yeah.”
“It didn’t seem important. They’re just my pesky, adorable 

brothers.” Francis’s eyes wandered to the African art that filled 
the room. “They were three months old when we got them. 
They were born in the Ivory Coast—in Africa,” he added as 
an afterthought. 

“I know where the Ivory Coast is. Even public school kids 
learn geography, Francis.” 

“I didn’t mean it that way.” That was exactly why he hadn’t 
wanted to bring her here to his home. He knew she’d put him 
under a microscope and that she wouldn’t like what she saw.

“That’s how it sounded to me. Anyway,” she continued, 
“what happened to their real parents?”

“Birth parents,” Francis corrected. “We’re their real fam-
ily.” He paused. “It’s sad. We don’t know anything about their 
dad, but their mom was killed in cross fire in the civil war.” 

“Poor little guys.”
“They’re actually pretty happy little guys,” he said. “They 

don’t need your sympathy.” 
“Sorry,” Sawyer murmured. “Touchy.” She picked at the 

cushion again and put it protectively over her stomach. “Go on.” 
“They were newborns when they were left at the orphan-

age,” Francis continued. “They don’t remember a thing about 
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those days. It’s hard to talk about. I mean, someone’s misfortune 
was our fortune.” 

Sawyer nodded. “So that explains all the African stuff 
around here. Don’t beat yourself up. They’re lucky to have you 
now.” She patted the cushion beside her. “Come closer. I don’t 
bite. Unless, of course…” She stuck her tongue out and licked 
her lips slowly.

“Sawyer, stop it! My mom could walk in any second.” 
“Relax, Francis. It’s not illegal to have a girlfriend.”
On cue, his mom arrived, carrying a tray laden with sand-

wiches, cookies, and two tall glasses of iced tea. “It certainly 
isn’t,” she joked. “But it’s new for us. Francis has never brought 
a girl home before.”

“Mom!” 
His mother winked at him. He prayed she’d make a quick 

exit, but instead she turned her attention to Sawyer. “What an 
interesting name you have.”

“My mom named me Sawyer after Tom Sawyer. My 
grandfather used to read it to her when she was a kid, but he 
died when she was ten, so she named me Sawyer because she 
said those were good days.”

“Hmm, and what school do you go to, Sawyer?”
“Third degree,” Francis grumbled, biting into a cookie.
“Well, you don’t meet many girls, going to an all-boys 

school. I’m just curious. Do you go to Townsend?” she asked. 
Townsend was the all-girls school.
Sawyer picked a sandwich from the tray and took a big 

bite. “Yummy. No. No private school for me. I go to Robert 
Service Secondary.” 
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Francis’s mom cocked her head to one side. “I’m not famil-
iar with that school.” 

“East Side,” Sawyer clarified. “You wouldn’t know it. It’s 
not famous for much, except we have a great breakfast and 
lunch program for the little kids.” 

Francis saw the twinkle in his girlfriend’s eye and the 
wheels turning in his mother’s brain. She didn’t have a clue 
what Sawyer meant. 

“Oh. That’s nice.” Confirming his suspicion, she contin-
ued with a smile. “Francis likes a hot lunch, but that’s a Friday 
treat. I like to send him to school with a lunch I’ve made. That 
way I know he is eating healthy food and not junk.” 

“How sweet,” Sawyer purred. “But it’s not quite the same 
thing.” 

Francis looked to see if his mom detected the sarcasm, but 
her bewildered expression painted a firm no.

“Anyway,” Sawyer went on, “we moved here from London 
last year.”

“London.” His mother perked up. “We’ve been there sev-
eral times, haven’t we, Francis? Lovely city. I can’t get enough 
of the Tate Modern, although my family has certainly never 
appreciated it. They like to spend their time digging through 
record stores and going to plays and concerts.”

“I meant London, Ontario,” Sawyer clarified. “Not quite 
as exciting. But I loved it there,” she added wistfully. 

“Oh. Well, I’m sure it’s a lovely place, in its own way. A 
bit cold, though.” His mother spoke through pursed lips and 
brushed some flour off her sleeve. “How did you two meet?”
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“We should take Ralph for his walk,” Francis interjected. 
“Now.” 

They both ignored him. He picked up a sandwich and 
paced around the room, keeping an eye on them from a dis-
tance. Sawyer and his mother were polar opposites in every way, 
but they had a lot to say to each other. In fact, Sawyer couldn’t 
seem to shut up. 

“To answer your question, Francis and I met at a dance.” 
She helped herself to three cookies, offering one to Ralph, 
who greedily swallowed it in one gulp, then stared at her in 
adoration. 

“Not a great idea.” His mom shook her head. “He’s fat 
enough as it is. Iced tea?”

“Yes. Please.”
“So you met at a dance? Really? At school?” She picked 

up one of the two tall glasses on the tray. “Mmm,” she said, 
sipping on Francis’s iced tea. She handed the other glass to 
Sawyer. “Cheers.” 

“Thank you.” Sawyer took a sip. “No, we met at the com-
munity center—the one in this ’hood. Your son has some 
terrific moves on the dance floor.”

“Oh, spare me,” Francis muttered, his comment falling 
on deaf ears.

“He does, does he? Must have picked them up from me. 
When he was a little boy, I used to turn the music on full blast 
and we’d dance until we dropped.” She smiled at the memory. 
“The twins love to dance too.” 

Francis stuffed another sandwich into his mouth. It tasted 
like gravel, but it gave him the excuse he needed to avoid talking. 
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Why couldn’t Sawyer just stop blabbing? But no. She had to 
describe the night they met—and to his mother of all people. 

“And after that, we started hanging together. That was over 
a month and a half ago—actually, six weeks and one day—
so I said, ‘Time to meet the family!’ and here we are. Right, 
Francis?” 

Francis scowled at Sawyer. She scowled right back at him. 
“Anything you’d care to add?”

“I wasn’t listening.” 
“Don’t mind him,” his mother said. “He’s always been a 

bit of a dreamer.” She swirled the ice around in her empty glass 
and stood up. “Francis, I’m afraid I’ve drunk your iced tea. 
Would you like one?”

“No, thanks.”
“Sawyer, another one?”
“Sure, that would be nice,” Sawyer replied. “I’m not used 

to being waited on.”
Francis shook his head. “I seriously think we should get 

going.”
“Okay,” Sawyer snapped, and dumped Steve unceremoni-

ously onto the floor. The cat’s withering look was lost on her. 
“Since you can’t relax, let’s go.”

She jumped up and grabbed Francis’s hand. It was an inti-
mate gesture. “Come on.” She pulled him toward the hallway. 

His mother raised her eyebrows, but he daren’t shake 
Sawyer off. She’d be furious. She’d take it the wrong way and 
assume he was ashamed of her. He’d learned over the last six 
weeks that she had a short fuse. 
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“It’s probably better if I skip the iced tea, anyway. My 
stomach’s been a bit upset lately, so I probably shouldn’t load 
up on sugar.” 

His mom shook her head. “I hope it’s not the flu. The 
twins were sick with the flu for a week and it was horrible, for 
all of us.”

“I don’t know,” Sawyer replied. “School’s stressful right 
now. Lots of homework. Lots of late nights.” She dropped 
Francis’s hand and took hold of his arm. “I think I got up too 
quickly.” 

“You’ve gone a bit white,” said his mom. “Sit back down, 
take a deep breath, and the nausea will fade.”

“Actually, may I use your bathroom?” 
“I’ll show you the way.” She touched Sawyer gently on her 

arm. “Are you sure you’re up for a walk with a crazy pooch?”
Francis watched the color slowly return to his girlfriend’s 

face. She nodded. “You’re very kind…I think the fresh air might 
help me feel better.”

“Meet you in the front yard.” Francis attached Ralph’s 
leash to the dog’s collar and escaped out the door. They waited 
impatiently outside until Sawyer and his mom reappeared. 
Sawyer seemed much better. 

“Thanks for the snacks, Mrs. S, and the iced tea. I hope 
Francis invites me over again,” she called cheerfully as she tied 
up the laces on her vivid pink Converse.

Kevin’s mom smiled. “It was nice meeting you, Sawyer,” 
she said. “Get some rest. You don’t want to get sick. I hope 
you’ll come back soon.”
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Was it his imagination, or did Francis hear a level of doubt 
in his mother’s voice? Screw it. He pushed the thought away. 
After all, it wasn’t up to his mom to choose his girlfriend.


