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She was going to leave me again.

I could tell by the warm flush on her cheeks, the way her eyes darted eagerly around the house as if she were already gone, already seeing things Dad and I couldn’t.

Mum never looked that happy any more unless she’d gotten her next assignment.

Reluctantly, I paused Baking Battles and trudged into the kitchen, where steam coiled up from the pizza Dad had just picked up. Hawaiian. My favourite.

As I sat down in my usual spot, Mum draped herself into the opposite chair and tugged a piece of pizza free from the box. Holding it in her right hand, she began to eat. Her left fingers drummed lightly against the table.

‘So,’ Dad said. He dropped down into his seat, but his shoulders stayed stiff. ‘There’s something we need to talk about, kiddo. Well, something Mum needs to tell you.’

Dad always carried a sigh in his voice when he had bad news. Mum pinned on a smile. She looked like a doll, like something made just to be perfect.

I looked more like Dad.

‘I’m going on a trip, Miranda,’ Mum said.

A knot rose in my throat. Without realising it, I must have been holding on to the tiniest bit of hope that I was wrong.

‘You’ve only been home a week,’ I protested.

‘I know,’ she said. ‘But this is a really good assignment. Documenting the effects of climate change in Argentina. The photographer they had lined up cancelled, and the magazine asked me to step in.’

Mum worked for lots of newspapers and magazines, going wherever they sent her, taking pictures of elections and earthquakes, festivals and floods. She travelled a lot.

Sometimes it felt like she just came home to sleep off the jet lag for a few days before chasing her next assignment.

‘The story’s for Witness,’ she added. I could hear the excitement in her voice, but I couldn’t bear to see it glittering in her eyes, so I stared at my empty plate instead. Witness was a major magazine. If she did a good job, it would mean more commissions for more national magazines. More trips.

More time away from me.

‘When do you leave?’ I asked.

‘A few days.’

I looked up to see a glance pass between Mum and Dad. I wished I could reach up and snatch it from the air, unfold it, and read what was written inside, like a note passed from Kelsey Mays to Tiffany Rubald in the back of Mrs Painswick’s class.

‘What?’ I asked.

When Mum didn’t answer, Dad ran his hand over his stubbly chin. ‘It’s just that this assignment is going to be a little longer than most.’

‘Only a month,’ Mum added quickly. ‘I’ll be back before you know it.’

‘A month?’ I yelped. Mum’s shoots usually didn’t last more than a few days. ‘Can’t we go with you?’

Mum’s doll smile faded a little as she met my pleading gaze. Her eyes were a swirl of blue and grey, the colour I’ve always imagined the wind would be if you could see it. The colour of something you can never quite seem to catch.

‘I’m sorry, kiddo,’ Dad said. ‘But I’ve got to be here for the Anderson case. And this isn’t the kind of shoot where a kid can tag along.’

Dad was a lawyer, and he had this big case about to go to trial. So big he was planning to stay over most nights in Chicago, where it was being tried.

‘Then what am I supposed to do?’ I asked. ‘Stay with Gram and Gramps?’

I didn’t exactly like the idea of spending the whole month with Dad’s parents in Ohio. Gram made brussels sprouts every night, and Gramps blasted the Weather Channel on high volume all day long. But they were my only grandparents, and I was their only grandchild, so they did spoil me a lot. Maybe spending the summer there wouldn’t be too bad.

Mum reached over and smoothed a stray strand behind my ear. I wished she would keep brushing her fingers through my hair, but her hand returned to her lap.

‘Gram’s still recovering from her hip surgery,’ she said. ‘They wish they could have you, but it just isn’t a good time.’

I felt my forehead wrinkling, my mind beginning to wander toward dark places. ‘You aren’t sending me back to that camp, are you?’

Two summers ago, Mum and Dad had tried to send me to a summer camp – the kind with lakes and bugs and strangers.

I lasted approximately three and one-quarter days before finally convincing my counsellor that if she didn’t call my parents to come pick me up, I would hitchhike home.

‘No,’ Mum said. ‘Much better. We’re sending you to stay with Aunt Clare. Remember? She brought her daughter, Sameera, to stay with us when you were eight. You loved them.’

‘Aunt’ Clare was not actually my aunt – I didn’t have any real aunts, or uncles for that matter. She was Mum’s best friend from childhood. She was really nice, I remembered, and Sameera was pretty cool, too, even though she had spent a lot of time showing off her gymnastics skills and also used all my toothpaste.

But that was four years ago, and Clare and Sameera lived all the way on August Isle, this little island off the coast of Florida.

‘You’re sending me to Florida?’ I asked. ‘By myself? For a whole month?’

‘I know it sounds like a long time,’ Dad said gently, ‘but before you know it—’

‘—you’ll be right back here in boring old Illinois,’ finished Mum.

Was that how Mum thought of where we lived? When you’d been to all the places she had, maybe it was a little boring. To me it was just home.

‘It’ll be fun, sweetie,’ she assured me.

Fun would have been spending the summer before eighth grade bingeing on Baking Battle marathons with Mum and cutting new recipes from magazines to add to my collection. I had actually thought this summer was going to be the one when we finally started trying some of them. Had hoped it so much I could almost taste them – the lavender-honey cupcakes with buttermilk frosting, the mile-high peach pie with cinnamon streusel topping, and the brown-sugar pound cake with bittersweet chocolate glaze. Except I would substitute milk chocolate for the bittersweet chocolate, because who needed more bitter anyway?

‘I know it’s unexpected, kiddo,’ Dad said, his jaw twitching as he glanced again at Mum. ‘But can we try to make the best of it?’

I looked up to see that the flush was gone from Mum’s cheeks. She bit softly at her lip. I had stolen the happiness right off her face.

Guilt swam in my stomach like a fish in a tank, nibbling away. Mum had gotten a big break, and instead of being excited for her, I was ruining the moment. All because I wanted her to stay in boring old Illinois and watch TV with me.

I took a deep breath and dragged a little smile on to my face. ‘OK,’ I said. ‘Sure. Why not?’

I could only think of about a thousand reasons.
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Later that night, I sat with my back against my bed, listening to the familiar muffled sounds of Mum packing. She and Dad were having a conversation that might have been an argument, but their voices were too low for me to tell. On my lap sat Bluey, the one-eyed stuffed dolphin I had slept with every night since forever. In front of me was a box of postcards.

Sometimes I felt like Mum had a million secrets she kept from me.

I only had the postcards from August Isle.

Until Aunt Clare came to visit, the Isle had just been one of Mum’s secrets. It was Sameera who told me that August Isle was where my mum had spent all her summers as a kid.

I didn’t want Sameera to know that she knew more about my own mum than I did, so I waited until she and Aunt Clare left to ask Mum about the Isle.

‘It’s very … hot,’ she said.

‘That’s it?’ I asked.

‘It was a long time ago, Miranda,’ she said. ‘I was just a kid.’

‘Did Grandma and Grandpa Crawford live there, too?’

‘They spent summers there, like me.’

Mum didn’t exactly keep my other grandparents a secret, but she didn’t talk about them much either. All I knew was that my grandmother had been a painter, and my grandfather had been some kind of businessman who spent most of his time in New York City. But they had died before I was born, in a car crash near the town where Mum grew up in Connecticut.

‘Could we go visit August Isle some time?’ I asked.

‘There’s a whole wide world out there full of places to visit, Miranda,’ Mum said.

Which I chose to take as a maybe.

But of all the trips Mum had taken, she’d never invited me on a single one. The only place we’d ever been together – besides to Gram and Gramps’s – was Disneyland on my tenth birthday.

It was my best birthday ever.

Anyway, after Aunt Clare and Sameera left, I tried to ask Mum about August Isle a couple more times, but she always just said she didn’t remember much about it.

I wasn’t surprised. There were so many things Mum didn’t want to talk about. Like why she became a photographer, or why she and Dad argued some nights when they thought I was asleep, or why I was an only child.

Or why I sometimes caught her looking at me like I was a stranger who had wandered into her house.

So after a while I stopped asking about August Isle, and I didn’t think much more about why she wouldn’t talk about it. Not until the day I came home from school to find a postcard from Aunt Clare in the mail. Mum was travelling then, so I got a magnet and put it up on the fridge for her to see when she got back.

A few days after she came home, I spotted the postcard in the trash, underneath a banana peel.

I glanced up at the refrigerator, still sprinkled with a collection of last year’s Christmas cards.

It was October.

I fished the postcard from the trash, wiped off the banana goo, and took it to my room. I stared at the street lined with colourful brick buildings and rows of palm trees, like if I looked long enough, I would find a reason for why Mum had thrown the postcard away. Or why she’d never told me about the Isle in the first place.

When I didn’t, I got a tin box for the postcard and squirrelled it away under my bed, next to the bulging binder of recipes I had never tried.

The next postcard arrived six months later and showed a Ferris wheel, looming bright over the ocean.

A few months after that one came my favourite, a card that showed a gigantic tree, light dappling through its lime-coloured leaves.

I dug each one from the trash only days after it had arrived.

But none of the cards held any clues, and the messages Aunt Clare wrote were always short and cheerful.

 

Sending you our love from August Isle!

    – the Grover family

 

So eventually I stopped looking for answers in them.

Instead I found myself gazing at their pictures and imagining me and Mum into them.

In my imagination, we would ride bikes on the beach and stroll down the cheery street, maybe wearing floppy straw hats. I would point up to the canary-coloured building with the white trim that looked like a slab of yellow butter cake piped with royal icing. ‘What’s that place?’ I would ask, and Mum would look up and laugh and say, ‘Well, it’s a funny story, actually … ’

Now I set all eight postcards in front of me and stared at them once more.

It wasn’t that I didn’t want to go to August Isle. It was the only place in the world I actually really wanted to visit.

I had just never imagined going by myself.

But maybe I was looking at it all wrong. Maybe I should think about my trip as a chance to investigate. Just because I hadn’t learned anything about Mum from the pictures of the Isle didn’t mean I wouldn’t find any clues about her on the Isle itself.

Maybe I could at least find out more about why she didn’t like to talk about it.

And maybe, just maybe, I would find something that would help me understand why everything had changed between us.
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I tried to stretch out the next few days the way the contestants on Baking Battle stretched their pastry dough thin. But before I knew it, we were pulling into a parking spot at the airport.

Mum looked up from her phone, brushing her hair back from her face. ‘Are we here already?’ she asked. ‘Gosh, that was quick.’

‘So remember, Mum’s going to be pretty out of touch,’ Dad said.

‘I don’t know how much service we’ll have up in the Andes,’ Mum added.

‘But she’s not leaving until tomorrow, so call us when you get to Florida. And call me any time, OK?’ Dad said, reaching back and squeezing my knee.

The three of us got out of the car and walked toward the airport. I carried my backpack while Dad took my rolly bag. Since she knew the airport like the back of her hand, Mum marched in front of us.

Inside, there were about a million people, including a lady with purple hair named Meg waiting to take me through security who I waved a shy hello to. Once we had watched my bag disappear behind the check-in desk, she stood to the side while I said goodbye to Mum and Dad.

‘Well, this is it, kiddo,’ Dad said. I lunged forward and buried myself in his arms. If I burrowed deep enough, maybe I could still feel them around me when he left.

‘Have fun,’ he whispered. ‘And remember to call, OK? I love you.’

‘I love you, too,’ I said. Then I turned to Mum.

She smiled at me as she unfolded her arms. For the first time all day, when she looked at me, I thought she actually saw me. For a second, I got a flash of the old Mum, the way things used to be. ‘Come here, sweetie.’

Mum’s grip wasn’t as strong as Dad’s. Her arms were light and slender, more like rays of sunlight you had to remember to feel. I wanted to let myself melt into them. ‘You’re going to have a great time, OK?’

‘OK,’ I said. My heart was beating fast – too fast – and I clutched at her back when I felt her start to pull away.

She gave a brittle laugh. ‘Don’t worry, Miranda,’ she said. ‘Everything’s going to be all right. You believe me?’

‘Yes, Mum,’ I lied.

‘Good,’ she said, letting go. I forced myself to let go, too. ‘And Miranda?’

‘Mmm?’

She wore a funny expression, and for a second I thought I might have seen a shadow of worry cross her face. Then she gave her head a little shake and it was gone. ‘Just – have a good time, OK? Be safe. I love you.’

Then she and Dad were walking away, and my heart shattered into a million shards that flew into my chest and legs and fingers and throat and made them all throb with loneliness.

And even though Mum couldn’t hear me, I whispered something to her, the same thing I always whispered when she left on a trip.

I imagined my words carrying through the airport and landing on her purse or sticking to her blouse, where they would cling like burrs until she finally looked down and noticed them.

And then she would hear me calling to her.

Please don’t forget me.

Please come home.
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In my earliest memories of Mum, she is reading me a story while I curl up on her lap. I can feel her fingers brushing lightly through my hair in the morning and her hand folding tightly around mine as she guides me across a busy crosswalk. I can remember how some nights, I woke up to find her crawling under my covers, wrapping her warm sunshine arms around me before we both fell back to sleep.

In those memories, Mum’s love for me is fierce and sure.

But that was before she started travelling all the time. Before she started giving me funny looks, and before her love started to fade like the ink on Aunt Clare’s postcards.

Sure, Mum still said she loved me. But I couldn’t feel it the way I used to.

Sometimes I got flashes of the old love. Like when she looked at me that day in the airport. Or like when she took me to Disneyland.

It was a few weeks after the fourth-grade field trip to the aquarium that Mum was supposed to chaperone. I was scared to go on my own – all that water with just a flimsy layer of glass to keep it from crashing down around me – and she promised she would make it in time. But she got held up, and Dad came instead.

I think Dad must have had to miss an important meeting or something, because when Mum came home, they got into one of their hushed fights, and this one went on for a long time.

The next morning, Mum announced we were going to Disneyland, just the two of us, for my tenth birthday.

For three whole days, it was just Mum and me. She even turned her phone off, except to call Dad every night.

I had seen commercials for Disneyland, but I had no idea how big the roller coasters would be, and by the time we’d waited for an hour to get to the front of the line for one, I was too scared to go any more. Mum didn’t seem to mind, though. We did the smaller rides instead, and I held her hand tight.

The next day, my head felt all spinny, so we stayed in the hotel and had room service and watched funny movies and laughed until our stomachs hurt.

I thought it was the best trip ever. I thought Mum did, too. I started to hope that maybe things were going to go back to normal.

But when I reached for her hand as our plane back to Illinois took off, she winced. Once we were safely up in the air, she pulled it away and shook it like she had a writing cramp.

‘Ouch,’ she said. ‘I think my poor fingers need a break.’

A few days later, Mum flew to Alaska to take pictures of glaciers. And when she came back, she was more distant than ever.

 

On my plane to Florida, purple-haired Meg sat me down next to an old man with little red veins in his cheeks who took up the whole armrest.

I did not hold his hand.

When I got off a few hours later, another airline employee – this one a man named Joey – was waiting to take me to where Aunt Clare and Sameera were supposed to meet me. He didn’t say very much, which was nice, because I never had a clue what to say when adults I didn’t know tried to talk to me.

Then we got to the end of the terminal, and I held my breath as I scanned the crowd for Aunt Clare and Sameera. I had only just realised that I had no idea what either of them looked like now. What if I couldn’t find them?

But then my eyes fell on a slim girl in a cute spaghetti-strap dress who was holding a poster-board sign and jumping up and down. The sign said WELCOME, MIRANDA!!! in big glitter-glue letters. Next to the girl was a beaming blond woman.

Sameera dropped her sign and ran over. I stiffened as she threw her arms around me. ‘Miranda!’ she cried. ‘I’m so happy you’re here!’

‘Thanks, Sameera,’ I managed. ‘Um, me too.’

‘Oh, you can call me Sammy,’ she said. ‘That’s what everyone calls me now.’

When she pulled away, I saw that she was shorter than me and that she’d gotten braces. It didn’t look like she would have them much longer, though, because her teeth were shiny and straight beneath them. She had long black hair and bronze skin.

Next to her, I suddenly felt pale and shapeless in my wrinkled T-shirt.

If she went to our school, I thought, she would sit at the table with Kelsey Mays and Tiffany Rubald and the other girls who had stopped inviting me to their birthday parties around the fifth grade. Who giggled and whispered when I walked past in the cafeteria.

Yet there she was, dragging me through the crowd and grinning at me over her shoulder. Like I was the Queen of England or something.

‘Mum! Mum! Look who I found!’ she exclaimed as we reached Aunt Clare.

I suddenly wondered if this was just an act she was putting on for her mum. If as soon as we were alone together, the smile would slide right off her face. Sameera and I had gotten along well when she had come to visit, but would Sammy and I? She had come a long time ago, before the birthday invitations had stopped.

‘Hi, Miranda,’ Aunt Clare said. ‘We’re so happy to have you! I can’t believe how big you’ve gotten.’ She wrapped me in a hug that smelled like pineapple and mint. It was a nice smell, but it just made me miss Mum’s scent – red licorice and photo paper with just a dash of perfume.

Aunt Clare was pretty like her daughter, though they didn’t look very similar until you noticed how their smiles were the exact same shape. She had sunglasses perched atop her wavy yellow hair, and freckles over her pale skin that made her look younger than Mum. She wore a sundress with turtles printed on it.

‘Thanks for having me,’ I said. ‘I’m really, um, excited.’

‘Us too!’ said Sammy, linking her arm through mine and steering me toward the door. I muttered goodbye to Joey, who was asking Aunt Clare to sign something.

‘Seriously,’ Sammy gushed. ‘You have no idea. Jessie decided to go to this summer camp, and Anita is visiting her grandparents in Poland. Those are my best friends, by the way. So I thought I was going to be all alone for the summer. Then your mum called my mum and said you were coming, and I was so psyched! Remember how much fun we had when I came to visit that once?’

The double doors opened and spat us out into the hot afternoon. The air felt like when you’ve just stepped out of the shower and all the steam is still trapped in the bathroom.

‘Do you like Ferris wheels?’ Sammy asked, swishing her hair over her shoulder. ‘Because there’s this park by the ocean with a Ferris wheel and a little roller coaster and bumper cars.’

Maybe she finally noticed that I hadn’t said very much yet, because when we got to the crosswalk, she stopped and looked at me, her eyebrows crinkling together. ‘What’s wrong?’ she asked. ‘You don’t like Ferris wheels?’

She seemed disappointed, even worried, and I realised that she wasn’t acting. She really was just excited to see me.

I decided right then that I liked Sammy, even if she was probably a popular girl, and even if she did use all my toothpaste that one time.

‘No,’ I said, ‘I do. I remember seeing it on one of the postcards your mum sent.’

‘So,’ Aunt Clare said, catching up to us, ‘who’s ready to head home? Amar and Jai are getting dinner ready for us there.’

‘Can I call my parents first?’ I asked. ‘I told my dad I would let him know I got here.’

‘Of course! Why don’t you call on our way to the minivan?’

She and Sammy walked a couple of paces ahead of me as I pulled out my phone. Dad answered on the first ring.

‘Kiddo!’ he said.

Warmth spread through my chest. ‘Hi, Dad.’

‘How was the plane?’

‘It was fine,’ I said. ‘I’m with Aunt Clare and Sammy. It’s really hot. And the air feels thick. Like soup.’

‘Well, that’s Florida for you,’ he replied. ‘I’m glad you found them OK. Are you headed to August Isle now?’

‘Yeah,’ I said. ‘Is Mum there?’

‘Sorry, sweetheart,’ Dad said. ‘She went out to get a few things for her trip. Want to try her cell?’

‘No,’ I said quickly. ‘It’s OK. I’ll just text her.’

I didn’t trust myself to talk to Mum without blurting out how much I already missed her, or confessing that every time she left, part of me worried that this time she might never come back.

‘Anyway, we’re at the car,’ I said, ‘so I gotta go.’

‘Thanks for calling. Have a fun first night, OK? Love you.’

I waited for Dad to hang up, then slipped my phone back into my pocket.

‘Ready?’ Aunt Clare asked, opening the trunk of her minivan. Sammy lifted my rolly bag in before I could.

I nodded.

‘Great,’ she said. ‘Then let’s get our summer started, shall we?’

Sammy clapped her hands as I slid into the seat beside her. ‘Yes!’ she said. ‘This is going to be the Best. Summer. Ever!’

She looked so confident that I could have almost convinced myself to believe her.
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We drove down a highway that shot like an arrow between thick walls of pine groves and forests covered in blankets of some kind of ivy that Sammy called kudzu. Then we cut over on to a smaller road and wound through little towns that seemed to be crumbling into the ground in slow motion. On the side of the road, people were selling strawberries and peaches and boiled peanuts out of little wooden huts. When we came to a hut that was selling watermelons, we stopped, and Aunt Clare got out.

She came back hauling the biggest watermelon I had ever seen. ‘Voilà!’ she said, straining to hoist it into the minivan. ‘Dessert!’

Pretty soon after that, we passed a sign pointing toward August Isle, and Sammy did a little cheer. ‘We’re almost there!’

I felt my heart begin to beat faster as I craned my neck to get my first glimpse. Would I recognise the Isle from the postcards, or would it look different than I had imagined?

Sammy rolled down the window and motioned for me to do the same. A warm wind swept in like a fever as we started up an arched bridge. Below us stretched a wide ribbon of dark water and a harbour with speedboats and sailboats lined up between wooden docks, bobbing like white ducks. I held my breath and clung to the door.

‘Look!’ Sammy said as we crested the bridge, pointing toward the windshield. ‘The ocean!’

I squinted against the sunlight. A town carved into neat blocks unfolded in front of us, a big hotel soaring on either end. Beyond everything else, I could just see a line of sparkling blue on the horizon.

It disappeared as we swooped down the other side of the bridge. We were almost across when I decided I couldn’t hold my breath any longer and it burst from my mouth. My lips tasted like salt.

Sammy shot me a funny look. ‘Were you holding your breath?’

‘Yeah. It’s, um, just this thing I do.’

‘Why?’ she asked, cocking her head.

I hesitated uncertainly. Before I could answer, Aunt Clare glanced at me in the rearview mirror and said, ‘To make a wish, right? You hold your breath over the bridge, you get to make a wish at the end. Your mum and I always used to do that.’

‘Exactly,’ I agreed, grateful to Aunt Clare for rescuing me. I made a mental note of what she had said about Mum, too. My first clue, even if it didn’t seem like a very important one.

‘How come you never told me I should hold my breath?’ Sammy pouted.

‘Because you might wish for something I don’t want to come true,’ Aunt Clare said. ‘Like to be a grown-up already, or to have a flying pony in our backyard.’

‘Mu-um,’ Sammy grumbled, ‘I’m allergic to ponies, remember?’

‘Which is why I can’t allow you to wish for one,’ Aunt Clare replied. ‘See? I’m just looking out for you.’

Sammy rolled her eyes, but I thought Aunt Clare was kind of funny.

As we cruised on to the Isle, I couldn’t help but wonder what anyone who lived here would need to wish for. It was a town that looked like it was built just for people to take pictures of to put on postcards, and yet it was a hundred times better than my postcards had shown. They hadn’t shown how blue the sky could be, floating along above us like a weightless river. They hadn’t prepared me for how bright the flowers were that spilled from the window boxes of the buildings on Oak Street, or the way their iron balconies curled like hands cupped around whispered secrets.

I kept blinking, trying to take pictures in my mind of all the little details, to gather them up like a sweet bouquet. Beside me, Sammy was looking at something on her phone. The sun hovered just over her shoulder, perched like some bright tropical bird.

I leaned out the window, staring at the familiar brick storefronts. There was a blue café, a pink general store, and a green shop that sold dresses like the one Aunt Clare was wearing.

The canary-coloured building – the one I had wondered about in the postcards – turned out to be a place called Sundae’s Pharmacy & Ice Cream.

‘Sundae’s has the best ice cream in Florida,’ Sammy said, glancing up. ‘Maybe even the whole country. You’ll see.’

‘Better look out the other side,’ Aunt Clare said, ‘or you’ll miss the August Oak.’ She pronounced it ‘Aw-GUST.’

She stopped at the only stoplight on Oak Street and pointed out the window. I gasped.

There was a little park there, reigned over by the most enormous tree I had ever seen. I remembered it from my favourite postcard, but I’d no idea that it would be that huge.

The afternoon light made the leaves glow, and they fell into the shape of a giant golden bell.

‘Wow,’ I breathed. ‘It’s like its own forest.’

‘It’s over four hundred years old,’ Sammy said. ‘The Isle’s named for it, only people got lazy and started pronouncing it “AU-gust” like the month.’

‘But why do they call it the Aw-GUST Oak?’ I asked.

‘“August” means something that’s really impressive,’ Aunt Clare said. ‘Something that’s earned people’s respect.’

‘Oh,’ I said. I couldn’t think of anything more august than this tree. ‘Can I take a picture?’

‘Sure,’ said Aunt Clare, pulling the minivan over. I aimed my phone through the window, trying to capture how the light shone on the leaves. As we pulled away, I typed a text to Mum. ‘I’m here,’ I wrote. I hesitated for a second, then, deciding the picture was halfway decent, attached it under the text.

‘Do you like taking pictures?’ Sammy asked. ‘Your mum’s a photographer, right?’

‘Yeah,’ I said. ‘She is. I’m not that good at it, though.’

Actually, last Christmas Mum had given me my own camera. It was one of those times when things suddenly felt good between us again. She woke me up early the next morning and took me driving around the countryside. It had snowed all night, and we pulled off on to a gravel road, then got out into this white forest. As we walked deeper in, Mum taught me how to set the focus and adjust the zoom. She talked about balance and perspective, and how to make the snow look white instead of grey.

Then we heard a twig snapping nearby, and we looked up to see a pair of deer, a fawn with its mother, each wearing a light coat of snow. They stared at us, unmoving. The winter sun shone through the trees behind them, turning them gold. Mum nudged me, and I lifted the camera.

I snapped my picture in a panic, forgetting everything Mum had just taught me. The sound of the shutter clicking sent the creatures bolting, but it didn’t matter. Mum said the shot I had gotten was wonderful. She said I was a natural. She had it blown up and framed, and it hung now in our living room.

I never used my camera again after that. It had felt so good for Mum to be proud of me for something, and I was afraid if I tried again, she would realise that I had just gotten lucky with those deer. Then her pride would be gone, and the memory of that day would be spoiled forever.

Anyway, maybe deep down Mum knew it, too, because she didn’t offer to take me out again after that. When I packed for August Isle, I glanced at the camera before leaving it in my bottom drawer, where it had been ever since that day.

‘My mum teaches piano,’ Sammy was saying, ‘but I gave up after I butchered my first recital.’

‘That was only because you never practised,’ Aunt Clare said.

‘I’m a journalist,’ Sammy continued, ignoring her mum. ‘Or at least I’m going to be. I want to be editor of the school paper next year. So I’m going to get the perfect scoop and have an article on it ready for back-to-school.’

‘What’s the scoop?’ I asked.

‘I haven’t found it yet,’ she said, her eyes narrowed in thought. ‘But I will. And you can help while you’re here!’

‘I don’t really know how,’ I said, ‘but I can try.’

‘So what do you want to be when you grow up?’

‘A baker,’ I said.

‘Ooooh,’ Sammy breathed. ‘Like with your own bakery?’

‘Yeah.’

I guess I probably got the idea to be a baker from all the baking shows I watched. I started getting into them right around the time that the kids at school started becoming really mean, and after my only real friend, Caroline, moved away before sixth grade.

That’s when I discovered that when you see a perfectly latticed apple pie, or a strawberry shortcake that’s been layered just right, nothing else seems so terrible. Like there’s no problem the right dessert can’t solve.

‘I didn’t know you liked to bake,’ Aunt Clare said. ‘You’ll have to make us something one night.’

‘Totally!’ Sammy chimed. ‘You can teach Mum. She’s worse at baking than I am at the piano.’

‘Thanks a lot,’ Aunt Clare said.

‘Oh,’ I mumbled. ‘Um …’

I wished I had brought my binder of recipes with me. But even with them, I had never actually made anything myself, let alone taught someone else. Before I could come clean, though, Sammy was already chatting away again.

‘I want to be like your mum,’ she said with a wistful sigh. ‘Travelling around the world, always chasing the next lead. Does she ever take you with her?’

‘No,’ I said.

‘Why not?’

‘Because it wouldn’t be appropriate for Beth to take her daughter to work with her,’ Aunt Clare said, saving me for a second time. ‘Just like it wouldn’t be appropriate for your dad to take you into the operating room.’

Sammy shrugged. ‘Still. I bet she’s told you some awesome stories.’

‘Yeah,’ I replied faintly. ‘Totally.’

Actually, I didn’t like asking Mum about her work. It was too hard watching her face light up as she talked about all the distant places she’d been when she could have been with me.

Now we were driving down a row of houses with funny names like Pelican’s Roost and Mermaid’s Hideaway written on signs in front. They were painted bright colours, and some were even on stilts. They looked kind of like they had escaped from the circus, but in a pretty, not-scary kind of way.

Then, squished between Seahorse Chalet and the Crab Hole, there was a big house with no name. It was painted mint green and trimmed in white, with a turret at the top and a porch. It might have been nice, except that lots of the planks had been stripped bare of their paint, and some of the shutters were falling off their hinges. Tufts of long grass swallowed up the path that led from the street to the porch.

Nestled among the bright houses, this place stuck out like a rusted clasp on a string of perfect pearls.

‘What’s that house?’ I asked, eager to get away from the subject of Mum.

‘Oh, it’s just an old place no one’s taken care of,’ Aunt Clare said.

‘Yeah,’ said Sammy, ‘because the old man who lived there disappeared.’

‘Sammy,’ Aunt Clare cautioned, flicking her eyes toward her daughter in the rearview mirror. ‘Don’t tell tales.’

‘It’s true!’ Sammy protested. ‘Everyone knows it. Ten years ago, he—’

‘Sammy,’ Aunt Clare warned, ‘stop scaring our guest. Anyway, we’re home now.’

Sammy raised her eyebrows at me as we pulled into the driveway. ‘Later,’ she mouthed.
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Sammy’s house wasn’t as big as some of the others on the street, and it didn’t have much of a lawn besides a clump of palm trees on one side of the drive, each frond like a tiny green firework. It was blue and sat on brick stilts, with a big staircase that led up to the porch and the front door.

‘Wow,’ I said. ‘It’s great.’

‘It’s OK,’ Sammy said as she darted from her seat. She reappeared by my side, slinging my backpack over her shoulders as Aunt Clare tugged my rolly bag from the back. I took it and dragged it awkwardly over the shell-strewn driveway so she could carry the ginormous watermelon.

‘Just leave your bag there,’ Aunt Clare said when we got to the bottom of the staircase. ‘Jai will get it for you.’

‘My brother,’ Sammy said, rolling her eyes.

When Aunt Clare had come to visit us that one time, she’d only brought Sammy along. I knew Sammy had a brother, but I’d never met him or her dad.

I left my suitcase and followed Sammy and Aunt Clare up the stairs and inside, where I gulped in the cool air gratefully. It smelled like boy sweat and sunscreen and frying onions.

‘We’re home!’ Sammy called. ‘Dad! Jai!’

I heard footsteps, and then a lanky man with tortoiseshell glasses appeared in the hallway. Sammy rushed over and wrapped her arms around him, and I felt a sharp pang of homesickness. Once Sammy had released him, he reached a hand out to me. ‘So nice to meet you, Miranda,’ he said. He had a faint Indian accent.
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